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      By examining the cinema of Hong Kong’s commercial crime film director Johnnie To, this 
dissertation explains how film aesthetics offers a profound understanding of the 
geopolitical status of the city. In particular, this study concerns, in To’s aesthetic practice, 
the shift from the modern man’s ocular-phono-logocentric perception to a postmodern 
type of film viewing experience, which is not only ocular-phonic, but also corporeal. Using 
To’s post-1997 cinema as a frame of reference, this study observes that in order for Hong 
Kong’s film audience to comprehend the city, besides using only what the camera or the 
characters see or hear, they have begun to use what the characters appear to feel with their 
skin and internal organs. These transitions from sight and sound to haptic perceptions are 
signs of the skin and inner body taking over as the dominant layers of onscreen perception 
and cultural memory in post-1997 Hong Kong. This study brings to awareness a historical 
shift around 1997 in Hong Kong’s crime films from the ocular-phonic perceptual tradition 
to a corporeal aesthetic, what I call the “haptic turn” of the cinema. This suggests a sensory-
ix 
 
visceral-affective film viewing experience that symptomatically informs some unsolvable 
dilemmas under Hong Kong’s “One Country, Two Systems” geopolitical framework. 
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CHAPTER 1:  Reconfiguring the Sensory Body 
In Johnnie To’s Post-1997 Cinema 
 By examining the cinema of Hong Kong’s commercial crime film director Johnnie To, 
this dissertation explains how film aesthetics offers a profound understanding of the 
geopolitical status of the city. In particular, this study concerns, in To’s aesthetic practice, 
the shift from the modern man’s ocular-phono-logocentric perception to a postmodern 
type of film viewing experience, which is not only ocular-phonic, but also corporeal. Using 
To’s post-1997 cinema as a frame of reference, this study observes that in order for Hong 
Kong’s film audience to comprehend the city, besides using only what the camera or the 
characters see or hear, they have begun to use what the characters appear to feel with their 
skin and internal organs. These transitions from sight and sound to haptic perceptions are 
signs of the skin and inner body taking over as the dominant layers of onscreen perception 
and cultural memory in post-1997 Hong Kong. They suggest a sensory-visceral-affective 
film viewing experience that symptomatically informs some unsolvable dilemmas in Hong 
Kong’s geopolitical situation.  
This study brings to awareness a historical shift around 1997 in Hong Kong’s crime 
films from the ocular-phonic perceptual tradition to a corporeal aesthetic, what I call the 
“haptic turn” of the cinema. With a strong tradition in cognitive/rational film aesthetic, 
Hong Kong’s crime films between WWII and 1997 heavily focused on seeing, hearing, and 
spoken language.1 This does not mean that the cinema did not rely on non-ocular-phono-
logocentric perceptual modes, such as tactility. Rather, it means that the main modes of 
                                                          
1 By “cognitive,” I refer to brain functions related to mental activities, such as thinking, learning, and memory. 
See Wang 21. 
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perceptions in those films often remained ocular and phonological. I will borrow Nicole 
Rafter’s typology of crime films to exemplify this type of ocular-phono-logocentric 
tradition: the postwar detective stories [e.g., Black Rose (1965)], thrillers [e.g., The Informer 
(1980)], spy films [e.g., Operation Lipstick (1967)], heist films [e.g., Aces Go Places (1982)], 
justice restored movies [e.g., Teddy Girls (1969)], revenge stories [e.g., Dragon Creek 
(1967)]. Most of these crime films rely heavily on logocentric audiovisual conventions such 
as plotlines and dialogue. As for the post-1960s martial arts productions, a good number of 
them do not always employ the ocular-phono-logocentric tradition. Instead, they 
demonstrate some sensory-visceral-affective perception comparable to those in crime films 
like To’s,2 and should not be considered to be part of the ocular-phono-logocentric canon. A 
significant number of crime films that blatantly focus on the human sensorium appeared 
some time around the 1997 transfer of Hong Kong’s sovereignty from the United Kingdom 
to The People’s Republic of China (PRC). For example, To’s 1995 film Loving You challenged 
the urban subject’s cognitive, rational understanding of fin-de-siècle Hong Kong with 
depictions of sensory overload. It also uses the hero detective’s loss of olfactory and taste 
sensations to explore a nonsensical, less rational way to comprehend the city. Later, in the 
2000s and 2010s, To further established a sensuous/irrational film aesthetic, showcasing 
an unusual variety of haptic sensations and offering a profound understanding of Hong 
Kong’s geopolitical situation, as in Mad Detective (2007), Drug War (2013), and Blind 
Detective (2013), which the following chapters will examine in detail. 
                                                          
2 The relationship between Hong Kong’s martial arts movies and crime films can be compared to the 
relationship between Hollywood westerns and crime films: the two genres share some audiovisual 
conventions, narrative patterns and social functions. In some cases, the latter can be understood as a 
“disguised” reiteration of the former, e.g., Hollywood crime films as disguised Hollywood westerns (Rafter 
190), Hong Kong crime films as disguised kung-fu movies. For sensory-visceral-affective modes of perception 
in martial arts movies, see Yip (56-84). 
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Before I continue, an implicit difference needs to be made clear here between what I 
mean by “haptic” and what I mean by “ocular-phono-logocentric” modes of perceptions: a 
haptic mode of perception utilizes the body more as a whole than an ocular-phono-
logocentric mode does. A haptic mode of perception concerns the tactile, vestibular, 
proprioceptive, and visceral senses, but does not necessarily undermine visual and 
auditory senses, because the eyes and ears are also parts of the sensate bodies. In cinema, 
in regard to tactile sensations, one can use one’s eyes and ears to “touch” film images 
(Sobchack 63). Likewise, the senses of balance (vestibular), kinaesthesia (proprioceptive), 
and the inner body (visceral) one experiences with film images all have to be felt with the 
eyes and ears. In other words, haptic perception of film images does not exclude seeing and 
hearing. Rather, it is corroborated by them.  
Why is To’s haptic crime cinema chosen as the scope of this study? Because this 
study believes that, as opposed to an ocular-phono-logocentric cinema, a haptic cinema is 
reflective of an otherwise logically incomprehensible experience of Hong Kong. As Gilles 
Deleuze argues, modern film images are able to disrupt the conventional sensory-motor 
schema in old cinema and offer a viewing experience free from prescriptive responses 
(such as those with linear narratives, pre-defined visual signs, and linguistic codifications) 
(Cinema II xi, 27).  In this sense, a haptic cinema has the potential to relay “a pure optical, 
sound (and tactile) image” (Cinema II 23), a relatively non-prescriptive experience of Hong 
Kong. This kind of image can still be considered a representation, but it is different from 
conventional narratives. It is a film image in the form of sensations, which will help this 
study to remain focused on material facts. Unlike in classical cinema, this study does not 
imagine the body as a subordinated part of the brain, as a structurally inferior part that is 
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executing the brain’s commands according to what one sees, hears, and reads. Instead, with 
a modern cinematographic philosophical approach, this study considers the body as a 
resource of consciousness that has its own boundary, logic, and subjectivity all worth 
investigating. 
There are multiple methods employed in this research. This project conducts a 
visual analysis on To’s films and references their concurrent social happenings to 
understand the haptic turn in Hong Kong’s crime films. A real life example demonstrating 
the shift from the ocularcentric to the haptic mode of expression can be found in the 
current anti-extradition bill protests, where the figurative icon of Hong Kong social 
movements has been noticeably abandoned. Before these anti-extradition bill protests in 
2014, a universal suffrage campaign called Occupy Central was originally organized by two 
college professors and a priest. They had an icon for the campaign, a circle with a bird 
standing behind it (fig. 1.1), and had been preparing for months, but it never officially got 
off the ground. Several high school and college student organizations took over with a 
series of class boycotts, protests, and stand-ins. They did not receive much support from 
Hong Kong society until September 28, 2014 when they were severely tear-gassed and 
assaulted by the police. People saw the images through the media, which motivated them to 
join the movement, using only their umbrellas to shield them from the police force’s tear 
gas, batons, and pepper spray. This resulted in the Hong Kong people universally adopting 
the umbrella as an icon for the protest movement (fig. 1.2). Comparable to the 2014 
Umbrella Movement, the current anti-extradition bill protests originally began on June 9, 
2019, with no unified iconography among the people, although some visual tropes, such as 
the shape of handcuffs, were occasionally shared. After the police fired rubber bullets, bean 
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bags, and tear gas at the protestors, some people on social media started using other 
common tropes to represent the protests, such as blood drops and bauhinia (the emblem of 
Hong Kong). Nevertheless, as of this writing, the anti-extradition bill protests have not 
adopted a shared visual language per se, demonstrating a trend towards moving away from 
ocularcentric identification as the protestors’ mode of expression. 
Fig. 1.1 Occupy Central’s icon 
 
Fig. 1.2 Umbrella Revolution’s icon 
 
Although the protestors do not share a common visual identity, they definitely share 
a postmodern haptic form of existence. Their agreed fighting strategy, called “be water,” 
means they will be physically flexible. They do not follow a common leadership or doctrine. 
They will not try to appear heroic by getting arrested like those arrested in the Umbrella 
Revolution, whom they do not necessarily admire. They try not to even know each other 
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personally, using encrypted anonymous smartphone messengers like Telegram, Firechat, 
and Signal. To avoid getting caught on camera, they hide their faces with surgical masks 
and caps. When the police arrive, they do not stand their ground in defiance, they flee, 
coming back only when they are sure it is safe. They learned this de-centering, de-
rationalizing, de-personalizing, de-territorializing strategy from Bruce Lee, who said in the 
TV show Longstreet (1971): 
Empty your mind. Be formless, shapeless, like water.  
Now, you put water into a cup, it becomes the cup. 
Put it into a teapot, it becomes the teapot.  
Now, water can flow, or creep, or drip, or crash.  
Be water, my friend. 
 
Although this strategy of “be water,” originally a Daoist thought, is an idea mediated 
through Bruce Lee, the protestors demonstrate some bodily, kinaesthetic, and spatially 
mobile expressions that already prevail the passive social engagements of the infamous 
postmodern homo digitalis. To an extent, these kinds of postmodern haptic Hongkongers 
are similar to what Byung-Chul Han calls the homo digitalis, a digital variant of McLuhan’s 
homo electronicus (10-1). Homo digitalis are online swarms that want to remain 
anonymous but also want attention. They just do not want the attention attributed to their 
offline identities, but they definitely want their voices heard (11). They are unstable unions 
and they do not have much political power because of their fleeting nature (12). Instead of 
overthrowing big powers like a government, they can only attack small powers as one 
would attack a common bully online. Han thus believes that these neoliberal netizens can 
never truly fight the capitalist power exploiting them, because they are also part of the 
system themselves. They are responsible for their own exploitation (13). This is where 
Hong Kong’s homo digitalis will diverge from Han’s conception.  
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The reason why Han’s “generic” homo digitalis will not have any political power is 
because they rarely assemble (11), whereas Hong Kong people do. As they practically had 
no other means to object to the bill than with their physical bodies (protesting), one third 
of the city’s population participated in the June 12th march, causing the government to 
immediately suspend the bill the following day. The reason for this bodily mutation among 
Hong Kong’s variety of homo digitalis is possibly because Han imagines that the homo 
digitalis are all hikikomori (a kind of young Japanese men who do not have a career or an 
active social life, and indulge in video games, comic books, and online activities)(11), the 
same social type that engineers Hong Kong’s social movements3. As opposed to this, they 
can also be technophiles who are physically present, proprioceptively acute, and politically 
engaged—although they do spend a lot of time online. This latter variation of the politically 
oppressed but technologically informed homo digitalis describes many technophiles in 
postmodern Hong Kong, who, as explained above, embrace a bodily, kinaesthetic, and 
spatially mobile haptic mode of expression. 
 Regarding this pattern of moving away from seeing and hearing to haptic 
sensations in Hong Kong’s social movements and crime film cinema, Jacques Ranciére’s 
theory of perceptible art provides a point of departure. He calls “the distribution of the 
sensible” as “the system of self-evident facts of sense perception that simultaneously 
                                                          
3 Hong Kong’s homo digitalis are arguably the masterminds of the current social movements. Originally 
netizens of the computer-friendly technology online forum Golden, in 2014, these homo digitalis used the site 
as the major hub to engineer the 79-day Umbrella Revolution. Five years later, when smartphones replaced 
computers as the main tool of communication in the homo digitalis community, they abandoned Golden and 
adopted the smartphone forum app LIHKG as their digital think tank for mobilizing protestors. Since 2014, 
the pro-Beijing media have labeled users of these two online platforms as “faiceng”/“feiqing” 廢青 (useless 
young people) in their online propagandist communications, e.g., social media posts created by the “ngmou 
dong”/“wumao dang” 五毛黨 (5-cent party), a kind of paid online users circulating politically correct 
information for the PRC government. On August 9, 2019, in a press conference, Hong Kong’s Chief Executive, 
Carrie Lam, also identified these homo digitalis as a “small minority” who have “no stake in society.” 
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discloses the existence of something in common and the delimitations that define the 
respective parts and positions within it,” meaning that the distribution of sensory stimuli 
determines the way, as a system, one understands the world (12). Because of this reason, 
aesthetic practices, such as how artists choose to render something visible as opposed to 
invisible, are useful for understanding society, as what Ranciére repeatedly refers to as a 
community, with a common space and a common language (12-3). This way, he 
optimistically praises sensible (art) as the required material condition for (democratic) 
communities to be formed (14). Allegedly, this type of sensible art is different from other 
artistic products of (less democratic) social engineering, such as propaganda, which Walter 
Benjamin cautions against using (qtd. in Ranciére 13). Rather, Ranciére believes that 
sensible art leads to autonomy (19). This theory of Ranciére’s is true when it comes to 
French literature of democratic equality like Madame Bovary or Sentimental Education 
(14), but untrue when considering Hong Kong’s film images. Before 1997, when Hong 
Kong’s sensory stimuli was distributed with cognitive/rational aesthetics, such as in 
detective stories with a strong cognitive/rational film aesthetic, they did harbor some 
sense of control and autonomy, to an extent. However, after 1997, when they were 
redistributed with sensuous/irrational aesthetics, such as in To’s films, they reflected a lack 
of control instead of autonomy. 
This dissertation divides To’s interests in sensuous/irrational aesthetics into three 
main categories: 1) hallucinations, 2) hysteria, and 3) disgust. In Chapter 2, Mad Detective 
shows us a self-conflicting reality in post-1997 Hong Kong, a reality so contradictory that it 
drives the model detective into a state of hallucination. Operating under the paradoxical 
“One Country, Two Systems” principle, the former colony no longer makes sense to him. 
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Hallucinating becomes his personal solution for handling his existential conflicts. Chapter 3 
is about post-1997 Hong Kong’s national psychological state of ruin. Through examining 
the melodramatic tropes in Blind Detective, this chapter analyzes the postmodern aesthetic 
of excess and suggests a status of sensations historically comparable to the Baroque. This 
chapter analyzes how To affectively channels the post-1997 moral decay and psychological 
ruin by strategically evoking the exaggerated sensations in his images. The camera sees 
hysterical, inorganic Hong Kong bodies addicted to the foods they crave, the money they 
want, and the sex objects they fantasize about. Their uncontrollable reactions to the 
postmodern city’s exorbitant sensibilia informs a here-and-now urban existence, revealing 
a Baroque-like existential dilemma. Chapter 4 is about an aesthetic of disgust. We observe 
in Drug War that the involuntary bodily reactions resulting from disgust become a Hong 
Kong subjects’ last possible resistance to China’s biopolitical control. These visceral 
reactions reflect a self-conflicting cultural position of Hong Kong people after 1997, a  
reflection characterized by visceral visuality, when the cinema virtually becomes a 
disembodied extension of a political abject’s body. This chapter finds that a modern 
political cinema of Hong Kong can emerge even without the presence of positive Hong Kong 
characters, but only with a type of corporeal abject subjectivity of Hong Kong 
consciousness. 
In other words, this post-handover haptic mode of perception is characterized by 
dilemmas and contradictions.visceral images of disgust may appear as rationally 
uncontrolled reflections of the social reality. In Drug War, What does this haptic aesthetic 
inform about Hong Kong’s geopolitical situation? I argue that the haptic mode of perception 
is a symptom of the problematic “One Country, Two Systems” principle enforced after the 
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city’s sovereignty was transferred from Britain to China. The city’s geopolitical reality 
becomes too self-contradictory and unintelligible that cognitive processes and logical 
reasoning of the modern age must concede. In turn, a postmodern haptic perception takes 
over, one that is non-cognitive, sensuous, and irrational. To imagine the city as a body with 
different senses, one can refer to the liberal political philosophy of the body-politic. The 
“body” of a body-politic is a medieval metaphor of a country, with “the King usually 
represented as the head of the body-politic, the populace as the body. The law has been 
compared to the body’s nerves, the military to its arms, commerce to its legs and stomach, 
and so on” (Grosz 510). Hong Kong, in this sense, is a city-state with its Ranciérian sensible 
unconsciously redistributed in its body-politic, causing the ailments, disabilities, and death 
that this dissertation will illustrate. This explains why since 2003, the saying “Hong Kong is 
sick” has become a catchphrase for the urban dwellers to flexibly name other social issues 
as epidemics, as if Hong Kong is a person. It is a figurative attempt to to refer to a 
distressing social experience that can no longer be accurately identified with the existing 
logos about society but can be named in bodily terms. This means, under an 
incomprehensible geopolitical situation, ocular-phono-logocentric perception will 
eventually be exhausted and replaced by corporeal perception—in both the cinema and 
other social institutions. 
This idea of perceptual transformation from sight, hearing, and language to 
corporeality can be seen in the post-1997 social movements in Hong Kong. An international 
financial center, Hong Kong is as neoliberal as a cosmopolitan city can be. Before 1997, 
Hong Kong people were infamously characterized as politically apathetic. Even though 
since the late 1980s there had been a lot of controversy around the transfer of sovereignty, 
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the public was primarily preoccupied with economics as opposed to national politics. 
Despite the numerous patriotic activities organized by student groups or sponsored by 
state-owned businesses, such as the protests against “Japan’s claim to the Diayutai 
(Senkaku) Islands” (Carroll 169), the protests were usually small-scale and they never 
received much support and attention. Except for the 1967 Riots and 1989 Tiananmen 
related marches (Carroll 149-60, 190-4), there were practically no large-scale political 
activities throughout the entire history of Hong Kong. Back then, political activists were 
people living in the margin. Being politically engaged had never been the norm among 
college students, although most of them accessed news information through press, 
television, and cinema every day. It is therefore fair to say that, since the 1970s, the Hong 
Kong public primarily had maintained an ocular-phono-logocentric yet physically 
disengaged mode of understanding the city.  
More kinaesthetic forms of activism, such as protests in the street, became 
increasingly visible only after the 2000s. The first visible demonstrations after 1997 
appeared on March 17, 1999, where over 2,000 members of the entertainment industry 
protested against piracy; as well as on June 10, 2000, where over 5,000 grade-school and 
high-school teachers protested against the new English and Putonghua (Mandarin) tests 
determining their professional qualifications. Bigger protests broke out on July 1, 2003, 
where 500,000 Hong Kong people marched in the street against a bill called Article 23 that 
persecuted political criminals; as well as on December 4, 2005, where 250,000 
Hongkongers protested for the universal suffrage that was promised to them in the joint 
treaty between Britain and China called the 1984 Sino-British Joint Declaration. Numerous 
smaller protests, marches and sit-ins included 30,000 Hong Kong people protesting against 
12 
 
the construction of the Hong Kong section of the Guangzhou–Shenzhen–Hong Kong Express 
Rail Link (XRL HK section) on January 1, 2010, and all the annual July 1st marches between 
2005 and 2012 with 20,000 to 100,000 participants. The most visible political participation 
was seen on September 26, 2014 during the Umbrella Revolution, a sit-in movement lasting 
79 days4, as well as on June 9, 2019 during the anti-extradition bill protests, which peaked 
at over 2 million people and was still continuing at the time of this writing. It is undeniable 
that the participation of Hong Kong people became increasingly bodily, kinesthetic, and 
spatially mobile after 1997.  
Many have asked why the Hong Kong people remained docile during the pre-1997 
British government yet oppose the current post-1997 Chinese government. Is it because 
they are “British dogs,” as the Chinese nationalists refer to them (qtd. in Watts)? Are they 
perverse self-hating internalized racists? Or are there some other factors contributing to 
their activism? This dissertation proposes an answer from an aesthetic perspective: the 
change in the modes of the Hong Kong people’s political participation from an ocular-
phono-logocentric to a haptic mode of social engagement is a direct result of the city’s 
postmodern development under the “One Country, Two Systems” framework, just as their 
crime cinema transformed from ocular-phono-logocentric to a haptic mode of perception 
(which I will explain further as this dissertation unfolds). The current anti-government 
                                                          
4 As of (Hong Kong time) September 29, 2013, the global news media, including CNN, BBC, Reuters, Agence 
France-Presse (AFP), and Associated Press (AP), covered this sit-in movement in Hong Kong as the Umbrella 
Revolution or the Umbrella Movement, as opposed to a branch of the global Occupy Movement (“Occupy 
Central”), which had been previously organized by two university professors, Benny Tai and Chan Kin-man, 
and a priest, Rev. Chu Yiu-ming, in 2013. Because the high-school and university students autonomously took 
over the leadership as early as the first day of the movement, it is inaccurate to regard this historical event as 
“Occupy Central,” the terminology used by the government mouthpieces, e.g., Renmin Ribao (People’s Daily), 
which published a total of forty-two articles about this movement in 2014, all calling it “Occupy Central” 占中. 
Technically speaking, Occupy Central never took place, although the original engineers of it piggybacked on 
the Umbrella Revolution. 
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social movements are directed at the Chinese motherland rather than the British 
motherland, not because of Occidentalism, but because the mode of perceiving the city has 
changed, thus the mode to engage with society has also changed. 
One similarity between the current social movement experience and To’s post-1997 
film viewing experience is a self-contradicting perception of the city. For instance, Chapter 
2 discusses the conflicting temporalities under Hong Kong’s “One Country, Two Systems” 
framework, driving the model detective to hallucinate. The same issue can be found in the 
2014 Umbrella Revolution. One of the protestors’ top demands in this movement was 
housing availability for the people. Reportedly, to come up with a down payment, even with 
no additional living expenses, a Hongkonger making a medium income would have to save 
for 19.4 years, making the city the world’s most unaffordable place to live since 2000. Even 
the second most expensive city to reside in, Vancouver, only requires 12.6 years of savings 
(Liu). Many college-educated and professional proletariats in Hong Kong see no hope of 
owning a home, meaning there is no hope of getting married, raising a family, or enjoying 
other benefits that come with home ownership. Why are these homes overvalued? “A 
massive influx of buyers from mainland China has been a partial cause. The Chinese 
stimulus package of November 2008 boosted liquidity, and cash-rich Chinese, facing 
restrictions on bringing out capital from China, bought properties in Hong Kong” (“Hong 
Kong Housing”). In other words, Hong Kong became the safe haven for Mainland Chinese 
capital after 1997, while its own people were gentrified. This problem would not have 
happened had Hong Kong been a part of China’s socialist economy, or had it not been a part 
of China. It happened because of the discrepancy between socialist and capitalist 
economies, where the city fell through the cracks, and its people were permanently 
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deprived of the opportunity to own a home on their own land. This means the issue is not 
so much whether Hong Kong wants socialism or capitalism. The issue is that the “One 
Country, Two Systems” principal has placed the city in a paradoxical structural gap 
between socialism and capitalism, where its social reality is destined to conflict with itself.  
Furthermore, the self-conflicting perception of the city makes it impossible for the 
Hong Kong people to fathom the official political ideology. Again, although Hong Kong’s 
“One Country, Two Systems” principle is supposed to refer to the socialist and capitalist 
systems (Deng 204), the cultural conflicts Hong Kong experiences rarely have anything to 
do with socialism or capitalism. The housing crisis discussed above can demonstrate this 
catachrestic nature of Hong Kong’s economic space. Besides the influx of Chinese capital 
explained above, the lack of affordable rental housing is also a cause of Hong Kong’s severe 
housing shortage. Since the 1950s, public housing, a type of affordable housing modeled 
after the British council housing, has accommodated millions of lower-income families. 
However, since 2006, the local government has offered half of the 1996–2005 output and 
one third of the 1986–1995 output (Rating). It is therefore impossible to understand how 
Hong Kong’s former capitalist government was able to offer so much more communal 
housing than its socialist government, although socialism is supposed to economically 
protect the proletariats. When reason and logic fail to help the people fathom the highly 
paradoxical political reality in Hong Kong, eventually, a non-cognitive mode of perception 
arises. 
Likewise, at a personal level, as Chapter 4 discusses, Drug War’s Hong Kong criminal 
subject is in a paradoxical cultural and political position. This Hong Kong subject is 
discriminated against for being non-Mainland-Chinese with no hope of extradition. He is 
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not Chinese but also not a foreigner, causing him to be tried and executed in China. In 
reality, a reverse situation occurred. In both the 2014 Umbrella Revolution and the current 
anti-extradition bill protests, rumor has it, some of the Chinese People’s Armed Police 
Force (PAP) [a Chinese paramilitary police (Gendarmerie) force] and the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) masqueraded as Hong Kong police. Although there is no proof of 
this, on June 12, 2019, in Tamar Park, two Legislative Council members, Jeremy Tam and 
Andrew Wan, encountered a troop of violent policemen not following proper police code. 
They asked them for their warrant cards, the documents all Hong Kong policemen must 
present to the public when asked. Strange as it seemed, the “policemen” did not seem to 
understand the legislators, although they spoke perfect Cantonese. These “policemen” also 
did not have a collar number that all policemen in uniform should have. Meanwhile, the 
collar number of one of the members of this troop was photographed and later verified as 
belonging to a policewoman, although the officer appeared to be male. This entire 
encounter was captured on camera and widely circulated on social media, leading the Hong 
Kong public to reasonably reach the conclusion that the city has been under the control of 
Chinese military forces in disguise.5 This case, where the city’s population is not governed 
by the law of Mainland China but is subject to the force of the Chinese military, shows 
another similarity to Hong Kong people’s inexplicable political experience in To’s cinema. 
  
                                                          
5 Soon after this counter, another incident further increased the public’s concern over the Chinese military’s 
reign in Hong Kong. On August 5, 2019, a troop of Hong Kong riot police arrived at Tai Po Mega Mall, a 
shopping center in the New Territories. The police asked to enter the mall to chase some protestors allegedly 
hiding inside. While the mall management were turning them away, the riot police’s internal conversation 
about regathering and manhunting elsewhere was caught on video. In the video, viewers can hear a 
policeman calling his fellow officers tongzhimen 同志們 (comrades) in Putonghua, a common way to address 
one’s colleagues in socialist Chinese situations, but an extremely uncommon way when it comes to addressing 
members of the Hong Kong police force, since they have never been under a socialist system (“Fanxiuli”). 
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CHAPTER 2:  The Enigma of the Hong Kong Body: 
Haptic Epistemology in Mad Detective 
        This chapter examines To’s 2008 film Mad Detective and uncovers a self-conflicting 
reality in post-1997 Hong Kong, a reality so contradictory that it drives the model detective 
into a state of hallucination. Hallucinating becomes a personal solution for him, a means for 
handling his post-1997 existential conflicts. His hallucinatory experiences suggest, as the 
previous chapter explains, the impossible reconciliation of two mutually exclusive political 
ideologies under Hong Kong’s “One Country, Two Systems” principle. As he simultaneously 
perceives the conflicting realities, he becomes somewhat of a prophetic “seer” with the 
ability to solve murder mysteries. However, we eventually learn the price this tragic Hong 
Kong hero must pay for uncovering the city's whole truth, and that price is death. 
Mad Detective is based on the true story of Tsui Po-ko 徐步高, a Hong Kong 
policeman who, in 2001, allegedly killed another policeman and stole his gun, used that gun 
to rob a bank, then proceeded to use the same gun to kill numerous others over a five-year 
span. Occasionally compared to Inception (2010) and Momento (2000), the film depicts the 
villain, Chi-wai, a police constable, on a mission to catch a petty criminal stealing scrap 
metal in the woods. On that fateful night, Chi-wai loses his gun during a chase with the 
scrap-metal thief, while on patrol with his colleague, Wong. Wong wants to call for help, but 
Chi-wai does not want his upcoming promotion ruined, so he kills Wong, takes Wong’s gun, 
buries Wong’s body, and declares Wong missing. The thief later finds Chi-wai’s gun and 
uses it to rob a mahjong parlor in the city for a little cash. However, Chi-wai amasses a 
much larger sum of money by using Wong’s gun to rob an armored truck as well as a 
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convenience store, killing another two people in the process. Ho, the young detective in 
charge of Wong’s disappearance case, cannot solve it and seeks help from a legendary 
veteran detective, Bun, who suffers from schizophrenia. Bun has been feeling useless and 
unhappy since leaving the police force, so he accepts Ho’s invitation, although his “wife” 
does not want him to: he “lives with” his loving “wife,” which does not actually exist but is 
only his hallucination. In reality, she is a selfish police inspector who had left him long ago, 
after Hong Kong’s 1997 handover. Bun also believes he has the ability to see the “ghosts” 
within people. He tells Ho that he can see seven ghosts in Chi-wai, and assumes Chi-wai is 
the killer. To find out how Chi-wai kills Wong, the two detectives visit the woods where 
Wong has disappeared. Bun is about to bury himself alive as one of his special case-solving 
methods, when Ho volunteers to do it himself, for his own learning experience. He does, but 
learns nothing, except that Bun has left and taken Ho’s gun and police badge. Ho arrives at 
Bun’s apartment, looking for these two items and runs into Bun’s ex-wife, who is stealing 
some handwritten notes Bun has written on a newspaper article about a tough case she has 
not been able to crack. Meanwhile, Bun figures out that Chi-wai will try to kill Ho and take 
Ho’s gun, so Bun intentionally keeps the gun, even when Ho wants it back. Having lost faith 
in Bun, Ho befriends Chi-wai, mistaking Chi-wai for an ally in Wong’s disappearance case. 
Chi-wai lures Ho to the scrap metal thief, kills the thief, and is about to kill Ho, just as Bun 
gets there to save Ho. Bun attempts to warn Ho, but Ho considers Bun to be a psychopath, 
so he shoots Bun just as Bun shoots Chi-wai. Eventually, only Ho survives the final 
shootout. Taking his last breath, Bun sees a new ghost in Ho (an unscrupulous woman), as 
Ho plans to stage the crime scene to cover his own mistakes. 
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Although not much is said about how Bun first becomes schizophrenic, one thing the 
audience knows about his psychosis is that it appears after his 1996 wedding in Hawaii, so 
it is likely a mental illness that goes hand in hand with Hong Kong’s 1997 transfer of 
sovereignty. In the scene at a former favorite restaurant of his ex-wife’s, he sees a woman 
who claims to be his ex-wife asking for help with a hard-to-crack homicide. She scolds Bun, 
telling him that she is his ex-wife in reality, although in actual reality, Bun is seeing two 
hallucinations of her: the angry ex-wife, played by Flora Chan, and a different woman still 
happily married to him, played by Kelly Lin. The camera shows this woman played by Kelly 
Lin (fig. 2.1) through Bun’s eyes, but she is portrayed by Flora Chan when seen by others 
(fig. 2.2). Flora Chan’s version of his ex-wife is accusatory and selfish (she has no concern 
for his medical health, but is only there for his ability to crack a case for her). Bun does not 
even know who she is until she tells him. On the contrary, her hallucinated double in Bun’s 
eyes is enchanting and loving. In a much earlier shot of an old entryway photograph, the 
camera has already seen the face of Bun’s ex-wife. The audience realizes that Bun’s 
hallucination is not a complete fantasy. The enchanting and loving hallucination is indeed 
what his ex-wife looks like in reality, except that she is accusatory and selfish. Meanwhile, 
the image of the accusatory and selfish ex-wife is an exaggerated fearful image that only 
Bun can see. In other words, he sees the post-1997 reality as unfamiliar and negative, and 
the alternate pre-1997 reality as familiar and positive. In this dual economy of emotions, 
the corresponding affect characterizing the model detective’s post-1997 experience is 
paranoia, while that of his pre-1997 experience is nostalgia.  
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Fig. 2.1 Bun’s young, beautiful, fetching wife in his hallucination, played by Kelly Lin
 
Fig. 2.2 Bun’s aged, intimidating, and selfish ex-wife (whom he does not recognize), also in 
his hallucination, played by Flora Chan
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Fig. 2.3 Bun’s ex-wife in real life, played by Kelly Lin
 
The others’ experience of Bun’s wife, however, remains the same. Except Bun, the 
only other characters in the film that have interacted with his ex-wife include a restaurant 
waiter, Siu-bo, and Ho, to whom she has been consistently selfish, rude, and dishonest. The 
viewers have no way to know if her character has changed from pre-1997 to post-1997, or 
if she has always been so unpleasant. Eventually, Bun’s hallucinated “good” wife confronts 
his “bad” wife, but Bun tells her not to bother, because her own post-1997 double cannot 
see her; she only exists in his mind. When he finally admits this, his hallucinated wife is 
stunned. She says goodbye and disappears. At the same time, the face of the “bad” wife also 
changes to that of the “good” wife, meaning his hallucination stops, and he can see his ex-
wife the way she actually looks.  
This historically confrontational moment in Mad Detective means, just like most 
schizophrenics, Bun knows well that he is hallucinating, but he has trouble reconciling the 
difference between what he and others perceive as reality, thus, hallucinating becomes an 
affective way for him to cope with the ideological conflicts. This is not so much about 
whether his hallucinations are of things not there, one of the most common symptoms of 
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the schizophrenia spectrum, according to the American Psychiatric Association (87-8). 
Instead, this is about how hallucination functions as an affective solution for those who 
simultaneously experience completely irreconcilable realities, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
implies.6 Merleau-Ponty argues that schizophrenics often do not have a problem discerning 
between their hallucinations and perceptions. Rather, they believe they experience things, 
though they do not actually see or hear them, i.e., they hallucinate. Not only do they 
experience what they do not perceive, but they would even argue against their 
hallucinations (Phénoménologie 385-6). In other words, hallucination is not at all a 
fictitious reality with which the schizophrenics displace “the objective reality” (the 
“correct” reality endorsed by society), but instead, an affective quasi-reality that both co-
exists and conflicts with the “objective” reality.  
Likewise, in Mad Detective, the camera’s view alternates between this affective 
reality of Bun’s hallucination and the supposedly objective reality, creating tension. This 
way, hallucinations serve to dispute the objective reality with contradictory experiences as 
opposed to with prescriptive perceptions and rationality, i.e., logic, knowledge, and 
ideology. As Bun teaches Ho to “apply emotions, not logic, to investigate [crimes]” it is 
obvious that Mad Detective engages with Hong Kong’s post-1997 pathos/affects as opposed 
to logos/reason, revealing a specific type of socio-political emotion. Why would Bun, a 
legendary detective, resort to affects as opposed to reason to comprehend Hong Kong in 
Mad Detective? In reference to the previous quote by Merleau-Ponty, what does it mean 
                                                          
6 Also see a similar argument in Žižek Looking 48-50. 
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when Bun believes he sees or hears the crimes, but he also clearly knows he does not 
actually see or hear them? 
When it comes to social happenings in Hong Kong, Bun prioritizes affects, because   
compared with other detectives who use conventional police strategies to crack cases, he 
has more success with deciphering some highly intricate or downright incomprehensible 
patterns, by which I mean the affective logic of the city. In the scene where Ho enters Bun’s 
apartment because Bun has taken his gun and badge, he sees the walls in Bun’s room 
covered with newspaper clippings (figs. 2.4 and 2.5). The markings and drawings in these 
clippings are unintelligible. This scene is reminiscent of A Beautiful Mind (2001), the 
Hollywood biographical drama of the paranoid schizophrenic Nobel Prize winner in 
Economics, John Nash, where the cork boards in his office are also completely covered with 
newspaper clippings (fig. 2.6). Nash (played by Russell Crowe) uses some threads to 
interconnect these clippings, thinking there is a Russian conspiracy to plant bombs in the 
U.S. He attempts to crack some hidden codes for the CIA with these rhizomatic cryptic lines 
and shapes he perceives. Although in A Beautiful Mind, Nash is portrayed as deluded, as 
schizophrenics are pathologized by psychiatric institutionalization, in Mad Detective, Bun’s 
similar newspaper-cutting method of discovering a pattern in Hong Kong’s criminality is 
actually based in the objective reality. In other words, what he hallucinates is not a 
fictitious reality. It is a radically reconstructed objective reality that reveals the true status 
of the city. In the scene where Bun’s ex-wife is holding a newspaper and asking him who 
the killer is, the viewers see his markings on it, meaning she has stolen this paper from his 
residence. He does not like her, so he tells her who the murderer is to make her go away. 
This means, besides quickly dismissing Bun’s genius as a supernatural power, one can also 
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understand his character as one of those able to perceive Hong Kong people’s polysemic 
yet still recognizable patterns of behavior.  
Fig. 2.4. Hong Kong newspaper clippings on the walls in Bun’s apartment in Mad Detective
 
Fig. 2.5 Cryptic markings on the clippings
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Fig. 2.6. A colleague appears puzzled with the newspaper and magazine clippings in John 
Nash’s office in A Beautiful Mind.
 
Bun’s hallucinatory experiences of Hong Kong’s social reality are made clear early 
on in the film when he cuts off his right ear, reminiscent of the same action by the mentally 
disturbed Dutch painter, Vincent van Gogh. In Mad Detective, Bun cuts off his outer ear and 
gives it to his retiring Chief as a present, because he sees no inner “ghosts” in Chief; Chief is 
a man of integrity. Likewise, in 1888 in Provence, France, van Gogh cut off his left ear (and 
painted his wound on his right in his self-portraits, going by his own mirror image) and 
gave it to a brothel cleaner, possibly a young woman attacked by a dog with whom he 
deeply sympathized (Murphy). Like Nash, van Gogh also expressed immense interest in 
recognizing indistinguishable patterns in life. He had painted swirling clouds and eddies of 
stars, which later led scientists from Mexico, Spain, and England to study the luminance in 
his paintings when they used the Hubble Space Telescope to try to explain turbulent fluid 
structures in 2004—one of many still not completely solved physics problems. The 
scientists noticed that many of van Gogh’s paintings created around his psychosis episodes 
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show a structure resembling one of the closest equations of turbulence discovered by the 
Russian mathematician Andrey Kolmogorov (St. Clair). As Mad Detective almost appears as 
a tribute to this kind of Nash–van Gogh, mathematically labyrinthine experience of reality, 
the film strongly proposes a pattern-solving understanding of Hong Kong. 
 This psychotic post-1997 Hong Kong experience in Mad Detective is paradoxical and 
self-conflicting by nature, since a schizophrenic understanding of the city is composed of 
multiple incompatible temporalities. For example, on the one hand, Bun is wholeheartedly 
in love with his hallucinated current young, feminine, beautiful, fetching wife from pre-
1997 Hong Kong, who engages in conjugal, intimate activities with him, like chocolate 
shopping at a convenience store and riding a motorcycle, two-up, with an expired license. 
The audience sees two lovebirds smiling and embracing each other on a motorcycle (fig. 
2.1). On the other hand, although Bun indulges in this non-existent romance, he is also 
unhappy with his life, because he has been recently fired after giving his former boss his 
ear as a gift. His talents are wasted and no one appreciates him. If his “real,” divorced ex-
wife shows up, she is there only to get help from him with an unsolved case. He sees her as 
so aged, intimidating, and selfish that he simply does not recognize her (fig. 2.2).  
The camera shows these two mutually exclusive wives eventually “meeting” and 
arguing when seen by Bun. Though unwillingly, Bun has to tell his “good” wife to give up 
(because he knows she is not actually there). At that point, Bun sees the face of the “bad” 
wife change into that of the “good” wife (fig. 2.3), meaning his hallucination finally stops. He 
finally sees his wife as who she actually is; he recognizes her, but they want nothing to do 
with each other. As the “good” wife has previously warned him, he will die from getting 
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involved with the present, i.e., post-1997 Hong Kong. She is right. Although he no longer 
has hallucinations, and although he has recovered from schizophrenia, he cannot survive 
Hong Kong’s late capitalist, unscrupulous social logic. He continues to help Ho because of 
his passion for detective work, not knowing Ho already has started doubting him and 
trusting Chi-wai, the real murderer behind Wong’s mysterious unsolved disappearance. In 
the final shootout, Ho does eventually crack the case, but at Bun’s expense, through 
mistakenly killing Bun after Bun has saved him from Chi-wai’s trap.  
Bun’s fatal experience of these two wives resembles the Hong Kong people’s socio-
political experience, where the pre-1997 past is about a romanticized, “happy” British 
colonial capitalism that is highly fabricated (the “good” wife), and the post-1997 present, 
about a neo-colonial Chinese authoritarian capitalism (socialism with Chinese 
characteristics) that appears mercenary, apathetic, and foreign (the “bad” wife). Ideally, a 
psychosocial subject can recognize the deception of their nostalgia, learn the true status of 
the present, and amalgamate them, but because both temporalities operate in the same 
social psyche after 1997, they drive the mind to schizophrenia. As Bun tells Ho in the scene 
where he tries to bury himself to experience the soil around where Wong has gone missing, 
it is hard to be in his shoes, meaning that it is hard to oscillate between conflicting realities 
as a schizophrenic. Likewise, as established in the previous chapter, Hong Kong is a city of 
perilous historical conjunctures, neglected cultural disconnects, and polarized political 
conflicts; herein lies the paradoxes for its people in coming to terms with them.  
A paradox in post-1997 Hong Kong can be found in the cultural amnesia ironically 
imbedded in the city’s thriving nostalgia of its colonial past. Because of the increasing 
27 
 
discontents with the government’s rule, there has been a plethora of nostalgic cultural 
undertakings, mostly about the lives of the lower-middle class during British colonization. 
Examples of this include various museum exhibitions showcasing homes and streets; 
Starbucks coffee houses designed to look like Chinese teahouses; various hostels decorated 
as low-income housing,7 including public housing estates and Chinese tenements. These 
lower-middle-class housing options were often presented with nativist affects, such as 
modesty, innocence, contentment, neighborly love, playfulness, etc. While some of these 
nostalgic business establishments offer a sufficiently historicized frame of reference, an 
alarming number of them do not. As a result, the decontextualized “Hong Kong” does not 
represent part of history, and risks erasing the past.  
Wontonmeen (meaning “wonton noodles,” a token Hong Kong cheap food option) is 
a nativist themed hostel/jazz music venture in Sham Shui Po, Kowloon that offers a good 
example of this kind of cultural amnesia. Utilizing randomly chosen vintage novelties from 
different periods of Hong Kong history, like old-school signage and analog radios, the 
hostel’s stereotypical thrift-store-like hipster interior design conflates scrambled histories 
of Hong Kong (fig. 2.7a). Its intentionally-camouflaged, private, double-locked entrance (A 
Jin) offers an illusion of cultural knowledge about Hong Kong, much like the speakeasies in 
the U.S. after prohibition ended. According to travel blogs, the most celebrated feature of 
this hostel is the inclusion of cage beds (fig. 2.7b)—commonly called “cage homes” (long 
uk) 籠屋 (bedspace apartments), originally a kind of housing for the extremely poor, one 
                                                          
7 For coffee shops, see Starbucks at Shop M2, Mezzanine Floor, Baskerville House, 13 Duddell Street, Central, 
Hong Kong and 1/F&2/F, Wai Kee House, 89-91 Sai Yee Street, Mong Kok, Kowloon. For hostels, see YHA Mei 
Ho House Youth Hostel at Block 41 Shek Kip Mei Estate, Sham Shui Po, Kowloon and Wontonmeen at 1/F, 
No.135 Lai Chi Kok Road, Prince Edward, Kowloon. 
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step up above homelessness until the 2010s (fig. 2.7c). Cage homes had a long history in 
Hong Kong since the 1950s, when immigrants from Mainland China fled to Hong Kong after 
the beginning of socialist China. They typically housed low-income or unemployed single 
men who were either unqualified for public housing or unwilling to move away from urban 
areas to remote areas where public housing was only available, e.g., new immigrants, 
felons, drug addicts, disabled people, senior citizens. Each cage home was exactly the size of 
a single bunk bed. Secured in a wire cage, they contained all the personal space the resident 
could access. Each kitchen and restroom was shared by over 12 residents (“Hong Kong 
‘Cage’”). They were arguably replaced by today’s coffin homes, capsule hotels, and 
subdivided flats. 
Fig. 2.7a Wontonmeen’s cafe (Fernandez)
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Fig. 2.7b Cage beds (A Jin)
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Fig. 2.7c Cage homes housing a low-income single population (A Jin)
 
Apparently, this does not mean that the history of cage homes never happened. 
What it means is that the lack of historicization in Wontonmeen’s appropriation of Hong 
Kong’s cage homes erases the city’s traumatic past of this type of housing. Hence, 
Wontonmeen is an example of Hong Kong’s paradoxical act of forgetting through its—
possibly sincere but strangely counterproductive—attempt at remembering. This 
misguided practice of nostalgia is an example of the city’s paradoxical amnesia.  Like 
Fredric Jameson’s argument about the postmodern nostalgia of the 1950s, when the facts 
and historical realities of the past are represented as stereotypes and ideas, history gets 
lost and replaced by those stereotypes and ideas (Postmodernism 279). Although there 
might be one or two easily understood coffee-table books on Hong Kong’s cage homes 
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hanging on the wires of Wontonmeen’s cage beds (fig. 2.7d), it is precisely this kind of 
cursory practice that puts Hong Kong’s history in danger of what Jameson describes as 
a speculation which presupposes the possibility that at an outer limit, the sense 
people have of themselves and their own moment of history may ultimately have 
nothing whatsoever to do with its reality: that the existential may be absolutely 
distinct, as some ultimate “false consciousness,” from the structural and social 
significance of a collective phenomenon, surely a possibility rendered more 
plausible by the fact of global imperialism, in terms of which the meaning of a given 
nation-state -- for everyone else on the globe -- may be widely at odds from their 
own inner experiences and their own interior daily life (Postmodernism 280-1).  
Fig. 2.7d A photo book decorating a cage bed in Wontonmeen 
 
This collective phenomenon of false historical consciousness is evident in the case of 
Wontonmeen. The hostel’s highly remediated and decontextualized delivery of cage homes’ 
history may fabricate a cultural experience of cage homes, yet it has nothing to do with 
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actual cage homes. Backpackers and local patrons are there to stay, socialize, enjoy live 
jazz, and consume gourmet coffee,8 all the time thinking they have also experienced cage-
home living in a culturally informed setting, which is, quite frankly, insulting to those facing 
housing difficulties and homelessness. This is especially problematic when taking into 
account that the hostel is allegedly owned by an academic associated with a local 
university—in a society like Hong Kong’s which is relatively less anti-intellectual—since 
the establishment is considered by its patrons as intellectually and culturally informed (A 
Jin).  
One might even argue, after all, that Wontonmeen has some historical value because 
it is an accessible form of history, but Jameson denounces this kind of postmodern cultural 
preservation as “virtually a tautology which has no evaluative function” (330-1). To 
contrast this with some more modernist than postmodernist cultural spaces, such as those 
found in the U.S. and Poland, one might find it almost unthinkable for a business to offer a 
historical experience of slavery with slave cabins, or of the Holocaust with Auschwitz 
barracks. However, in a highly disjointed postmodern cultural space like Hong Kong’s, 
Wontonmeen exists. The social fabric connecting economic justice (for the cage-home 
residents) and underground subculture (the intellectuals, artists, musicians, and their 
followers) can be so disconnected that history ironically falls through the cracks between 
conflated historical images. Thus, we have an example of Hong Kong’s paradox, not from 
amnesia due to an institutional modern absence of historical images, but from forgetting 
due to a decontextualized postmodern presence of historical images. The city’s past is not 
                                                          
8 Wontonmeen, “在地鋪申請了 cafe 牌，日後將會有咖啡師每天為我們制作咖啡和小食 (We got a cafe 
license; we will get a barista for making coffee and snacks soon),” Facebook, 12 Dec 2014, 12:26 a.m., 
www.facebook.com/wontonmeen/photos/a.117148428340676/774249445963901/, accessed 6 Feb, 2019. 
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lost when it is undiscovered, but paradoxically, it disappears at the very moment it is 
represented. 
How does postmodern nostalgia relate to schizophrenia? It validates those who 
follow the postmodern disappearance of historicity—the non-schizophrenics, such as the 
subcultural participants of Wontonmeen—and sickens those who reject it—the 
schizophrenics like Bun. Jameson explains that the postmodern non-schizophrenics are—
strangely asynchronistic—the dated “high Modernists (at least in their first symbolic 
stage), who unlike us could still think the concept of decadence concretely and with 
Flaubertian force”: They romanticize their ahistorical practice as just another eccentric 
lifestyle (Postmodernism 376). For them, their practice is romantic and aesthetically 
profound. This explains the post-1997 emergence of cultural phenomena like 
Wontonmeen. With the very first sentences on its website, the business positions itself as 
“the hub where Hong Kong’s creative scene starts its day; a unique, diverse living space in 
the heart of Sham Shui Po” where “starving artists … rest their heads.” Unlike other already 
established artistic high-income locations since Hong Kong’s colonial days, like Soho (Mid-
levels), Central and Wanchai, Sham Shui Po—perhaps loosely comparable to Skid Row for 
the homeless in Los Angeles—with a reputation of poverty, crime, poor sanitation, drug 
trade, prostitution, cultural segregation, etc. (Cheng) has historically made itself home for 
the poorest of the poor in Hong Kong. As might be expected, Sham Shui Po was also one of 
the most common locations for uncoded architecture and cage-homes. For starving artists 
(i.e., a blend of hip creative classes in Hong Kong’s post-industrial economy: global 
backpackers, cultural intellectuals, frugal petit bourgeoisie, etc.), staying in what is 
essentially a slum is as much of a decadent experience as the 19th Century European 
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modernist “cult of beauty...; a fascination for the paradoxical, the bizarre, the exotic and the 
perverse; and an iconoclastic attitude towards dominant value” (Ingelbien) or the 
voyeurism of “a comfortably traveling first-class [Ph.D.]... headed for … the mysterious, 
exotic, and sometimes dangerous [San Francisco] Chinatown... the first chance he could” 
between 1885 and 1906 (Tchen 3) (except that they were modernists, not postmoderns). 
Those unaware postmoderns, “very far from pinching themselves at every moment to 
remind themselves that they were living ‘in the Decadence’” (Jameson, Postmodernism 
376), basically today’s “slum tourists,” can reify an economic minority’s history with their 
cage-home nostalgia. 
On the contrary, the hallucinating schizophrenics do not/cannot reify conflicting 
postmodern nostalgic experiences like the representation but also the forgetting of history, 
because by nature, schizophrenia is in opposition to assimilable, subsumable experiences 
(Jameson, Postmodernism 332). Instead, hallucinatory experiences are uncontrollable, self-
inspired, vivid, clear, and powerful experiences (APA 87). Not only do these experiences 
contradict others’ perceptions, but they also contradict the schizophrenics’ own 
perceptions. The nature of hallucinatory experiences are therefore primarily non-reifiable, 
unassimilable, and disconnected. Slavoj Žižek explains this kind of experience with his 
analogy of one’s losing the continuity between feeling outside and inside of a car. He writes 
that a car feels small when one is outside of it, and it feels big when one is inside. When the 
barrier of these two spaces is taken away, as in when one rolls down the window, one feels 
uneasy with the separate space outside the car as “‘another reality,’ another mode of 
reality,” not immediately continuous with the reality inside the car (Looking 14-5). One 
feels uneasy when the spaces are discontinuous, and feels safe when they are continuous 
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(Looking 15). With film images, spaces can be audiovisually conjoined, creating a sense of 
tension, commonly seen in sci-fi and mystery genres (Looking 15-6). “In each film, there is a 
certain barrier at work that can in no way be trespassed. The presence of this barrier is felt 
the whole time and thus creates an almost unbearable tension throughout the film” 
(Looking 42). With this analytical model of film, hallucinatory experiences can be well-
understood as also one of these experiences where multiple psychic spaces converge 
despite the institutionalized psychonormative barrier, creating enormous tension for the 
schizophrenics. They experience “everything”—the inside and outside—at the same time, 
as Bun does, who literally reports that he can see “the ghosts” inside of others.  
As a result, as Murray Smith observes, one sees a kind of visuality 
in which a single performer represents two or more characters… the corrupt cop in 
Mad Detective is represented by no less than eight different performers: one for the 
character as such (Lam Ka-Tung), and a further seven (six male, one female) 
performers, representing the various facets or ›inner selves‹ of the character, who 
accompany him like a street gang for much of the film (248).  
This observation of ghosts, together with another two examples in the film—a scene 
where an amicable colleague turns into a two-faced backstabber in Bun’s eyes, as well as 
several scenes where Ho turns into a scared, thin preteen—one can deduce that Bun 
actually does not see inner personalities of all types; he only sees negative inner 
personalities—ghosts (gui) 鬼, not referring to the spirits or souls of the dead, but the 
Chinese definition: dark secrets, being sneaky (guisui) 鬼祟 and ulterior motives (xin zhong 
you gui) 心中有鬼. The pronunciation of the Chinese character for “ghost” 鬼 is also similar 
to that for “shame” or “guilt” (kui) 愧, composed of the characters of heart (xin) 心 and 
ghost (gui) 鬼, meaning when one has (a) ghost(s) in one’s heart, one will feel ashamed or 
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guilty, as in the term wenxin wukui 問心無愧, meaning having no guilty feeling, having a 
clear conscience. In the film, only when others become negative—such as being cruel (Chi-
wai), greedy (Chi-wai), faithless (Ho), scared (Ho), or dishonest (the two-faced 
colleague)—does Bun see their inner “ghosts.” In addition, Chi-wai’s seven ghosts loosely 
fit the seven deadly sins of Christian teachings, i.e., pride, envy, wrath, sloth, greed, 
gluttony, and lust. All these details suggest that Bun’s hallucinations are obviously not 
value-neutral peeks into others’ minds, but moral judgments of others’ actions. 
Like in the previous chapter on Blind Detective, the model detective in Mad 
Detective, here again, directs the spectator to a concern of moral decay in post-1997 Hong 
Kong society. Although the newspaper clippings in Bun’s apartment, as synecdoche of Hong 
Kong’s sensational journalism since mid-1990s, are all related to serious crimes like 
homicides, other sins are ironically committed by those who appear as the defenders of 
justice, such as the police. The same idea can be seen in another one of To’s films, Breaking 
News (2004), where public information is largely manipulated by the police, leaving the 
public oblivious to Hong Kong’s adverse socio-political status, despite the city’s state-of-
the-art communication. Other acclaimed films by To, such as The Mission (1999) and PTU 
(2003), also have similar endings where the organizational stakeholders remain 
uninformed of what has gone wrong, and the social truth is permanently buried. In a 
deceptive society like this, Mad Detective’s model detective takes on the role of a prophetic 
seer. This does not mean that he is a smart person, an intelligent detective, or a sage, but 
that he happens to be the one who can glimpse the truth. Despite this gift, however, the film 
proposes the idea that to know the whole truth, one will have to die, alluding to the equally 
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impracticable situation of living in post-1997 Hong Kong under the “One Country, Two 
Systems” principle. 
In the film Mad Detective, there are several hints that Bun will die from cracking 
Wong’s case: The first is through his (hallucinated) wife who warns him not to get involved 
in detective work again after being fired or he will die. Later in the film, when he goes back 
to the woods where Wong has disappeared, he digs a hole, sets some soil on some fabric, 
drops the soil, and buries himself alive (fig. 2.8). As he is completely buried, like in a time 
machine, the camera finally sees the whole truth of Wong’s disappearance. Chi-wai loses 
his gun in a chase with a petty thief in the woods. Wong is about to call for help, but Chi-wai 
is concerned that his negligence will affect his chance for promotion, so he kills and buries 
Wong. Bun sees this whole truth only when he himself literally disappears off the face of 
the earth, which typically only happens when someone dies. This state of burying oneself 
alive is perhaps physically the closest to that of death in terms of the body’s relationship 
with the rest of the world. In the context of Hong Kong, portraying Bun, an urban prophetic 
seer, as a body in temporary displacement in the world, practically suggests that the most 
authentic experience and the access to the whole truth of the city are only unattainable 
when the urbanite’s body is (almost) eliminated in the sensory process of perception, i.e., 
dead. This is because to experience a city, it requires a sensing body, but the body used to 
perceive the world is by nature always in jeopardy of a perfect perception of the city, which 
Merleau-Ponty may refer to as the enigmatic body. He explains that “[his] body 
simultaneously sees and is seen,” leading to “the enigma” of perception (“Eye” 124). He 
finds that this dual and simultaneous perception process between the perceiving body and 
the world is not only limited to visual sensations, but sensations of all types:  
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It sees itself seeing; it touches itself touching; it is visible and sensitive for itself. It is 
a self, not by transparency, like thought, which never thinks anything except by 
assimilating it, constituting it, transforming it into thought—but a self by confusion, 
narcissism, inherence of the see-er in the seen, the toucher in the touched, the feeler 
in the felt—a self, then, that is caught up in things, having a front and a back, a past 
and a future (“Eye” 124). 
Fig. 2.8 The detective voluntarily burying himself alive
 
As sensations are particularly excessive in a postmodern context like Hong Kong’s, 
Merleau-Ponty’s claim basically announces that it is futile to try to perceive the city 
perfectly, because the urbanite’s body always poses “this initial paradox” (“Eye” 124) in the 
process of perception. The body itself becomes a subjective “self” when it is perceiving, 
misleading the mind to experience a distorted perception of the city. This subjective self of 
the body is so tangible that it is not just an abstract philosophical idea; it even has a spatial 
and temporal presence (as in “a front and a back, a past and a future” in the above quote). A 
case in point of this argument is the romantic protagonist, Mathieu, in That Obscure Object 
of Desire (1977, dir. Luis Buñuel), who cannot even notice that the woman he is hopelessly 
in love with is so deceptive that her role is played by two different actresses in turn 
throughout the film. Some might think the reason why the aging loverboy cannot acquire 
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this young woman’s love is that he is too old, but that is untrue. What is stopping him from 
succeeding in his courtly love conquest is precisely his own infatuating male body, a 
sensory block that creates “the inexplicable impossibility of the fulfilment of a simple 
desire” (Buñuel qtd. in Žižek “From” 102). Because he is too infatuated with the woman, he 
becomes oblivious to the fact that his excessive pursuit is counterproductive, i.e., in 
Merleau-Ponty’s language, his sensing body turns into a subjective self that distorts the 
sight of the object of desire.  
On the contrary, the model detective in Mad Detective attempts to let go of his own 
enigmatic bodily self and uncover the whole truth of the city in a haptic sense. To begin, he 
hallucinates, so he already has the disposition of experiencing the city without external 
sensory stimuli. To further his Hong Kong experience, he even buries himself alive, i.e., 
stops breathing and approaches death. This attempt goes beyond the purpose of just 
getting an alternative perspective, like the perspective from below the ground. It subverts 
the foundational relation between the body and the world, because when a body is buried, 
the boundary between the material body and the soil breaks down. The body decomposes 
until it amalgamates with the earth. In this kind of perceptual relation, the sensing body 
and the sensed world become one. The enigma of the body finally vanishes. As it happens in 
Mad Detective, we see the camera zoom in on the soil above Bun and take us to the moment 
of Wong’s murder through time. The detective figures out the whole truth of the mystery. 
This way of knowing the whole truth is what I refer to as haptic epistemology, a type that 
spatially controlling (or eliminating) the presence of the body as a whole in negative 
dialectics as opposed to a way of knowing with tactile sensations in a positivist sense.  
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As in most of To’s dystopian movies like Mad Detective and Drug War (which will be 
explained in the next chapter), the Baroquian protagonist does not die right away, but will 
live as a quasi-dead or subhuman man through more drama and suffering before he finally 
dies. The same goes for Bun. As he can finally visualize how Chi-wai loses his gun in a chase 
with a thief, kills Wong, takes Wong’s gun, and robs an armored truck and convenience 
store, he sees that Chi-wai is going to pull a gun out of the pocket of a frightened young boy 
and kill the child. This sight is so horrific that it prompts Bun back to life from near-death. 
He immediately calls Ho to try to save the young boy. When he sees Ho, he realizes the 
young boy is Ho’s “ghost,” since Ho has lost faith in him and developed a ghost in the form 
of a helpless child. He decides to save Ho, despite being distrusted by her, leading to his 
own tragic death in the end. In other words, Bun’s moralistic chivalry is the direct cause of 
his own sacrifice. If he lets Chi-wai kill Ho, he will survive. If he gives up on detective work, 
he will live. Everyone around him has already changed and moved on after 1997, e.g., his 
ex-wife has left him; Ho wants nothing to do with Bun, but Bun remains on a moral high 
horse, refusing to accept changes. Equally anachronistic, Bun’s cultural status is the 
outdated counterpart of the postmodern cage-home nostalgia discussed above: He still 
lives in his pre-1997 moralistic past and fails to accept Hong Kong’s unscrupulous 
millennial social logic, in which money and power are more wanted than traditional values, 
such as romantic love and friendship—paradoxically, he is a useless vintage object hung up 
on its own nostalgia. This is why his hallucinated “bad” wife berates him for being the one 
who truly has a problem, since he sees problems with everyone but not with himself. 
Maintaining his last-century chivalry in post-1997 Hong Kong is apparently an uphill battle, 
as we witness him debate between chivalry and revenge, pride and shame, past and 
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present. Eventually he dies at the hands of Ho, who has become assimilated in Hong Kong’s 
unscrupulous culture, but as he is shot, he also shoots Chi-wai. At this moment, the 
audience hears the voice of a newly formed ghost say Bun is only human, meaning that he 
has finally given in and has become cruel, like the sinful others.  
It may, therefore, be tempting to understand pitiful figures like Bun as a universal (Greek) 
tragic hero. However, his suffering and self-destruction resulted from his self-conflicting, 
impracticable, and dystopian post-1997 experience of Hong Kong, which seems to strongly 
indicate an end of outmoded moralistic thinking, as well as a rise of unscrupulous culture, 
which are comparable to the end of religious redemption and the rise of the Baroquian 
pragmatism Walter Benjamin observes in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
political puppet plays (The Origin 78). Through Bun’s hallucinatory experiences of—and 
haptic interactions with—Hong Kong’s past and present, Mad Detective seems to have 
taken a politically important but often thankless task, simultaneously calling into question 
both the imaginaries of a romanticized British colonial past and a cutthroat Chinese neo-
colonial present in post-1997 Hong Kong. 
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CHAPTER 3: The Redistribution of the Sensible in Loving You and Blind Detective 
 This chapter questions how cinema, as a visual medium, can paradoxically call the 
ocular-centric perceptual habits of the modern man into question. It looks at the movies 
Loving You (1995) and Blind Detective (2013) in order to examine the changes in the urban 
subject’s perception of Hong Kong from the near-1997 to post-1997 periods. Both films are 
set in a postmodern Hong Kong where the urban sensorium is saturated, intercepting 
rather than availing the dwellers’ comprehension of the city. To better understand Hong 
Kong’s social reality, the characters relegate their familiar types of sense perception and 
follow sensory approaches normally considered nonsensical. In the end, they all develop a 
new and insightful perception of the city, as well as of their own lives.  
This stage of my argument engages the theories of Georg Simmel and other urban 
studies to foreground what Simmel refers to as the “overwhelming social forces,” meaning 
the attack on the city dwellers’ mental lives brought on by the sensory stimuli a city offers.9 
It attempts to extend this idea by specifically looking at how commercial cinema as a mass 
entertainment medium responds to the ocular-centric social forces, and argues that in a 
postmodern situation, visual perception will be challenged—even in visual media, such as 
the cinema. Consequently, in response to a hysterical existential dilemma to perceive the 
city, an awry “vision” of the city, a historically restorative epistemology of the urban will 
emerge. 
To’s 1995 film Loving You is inspired by a legendary Hong Kong policeman, Chan 
Sze-ki 陳思祺 (1964–2015). In 1992, Chan was chasing some goldsmith robbers in a 
                                                          
9 Georg Simmel, "The Metropolis and Mental Life," The City Cultures Reader, edited by Malcolm Miles and Tim 
Hall, with Iain Borden (New York: Routledge, 2000), 13. 
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building in Tai Kok Tsui, Kowloon. He was shot by one of the robbers. The bullet went in 
between his brows and passed through his sinuses, his tongue, and his chin. His brain was 
severely injured, but he miraculously survived. Since then, he could no longer smell or taste 
anything. This is how the public gave him his nickname: mou mei san taam 無味神探, 
directly translated as “the Detective with no taste,” which has nothing to do with his sense 
of fashion, but with his anosmia and ageusia. While san taam means detective, the term 
mou mei—a trendy term, translated from Japanese into Chinese in 1990s Hong Kong 
society, used to describe fragrance-free toiletries, usually meaning something 
hypoallergenic, non-synthetic, natural, pure—shows the public’s endorsement of him. 
Three years after Chan’s chase story had become well-known, To used mou mei san taam as 
the Chinese title of Loving You, a cops-and-robbers film about a troubled Hong Kong 
policeman who has lost his senses of smell and taste in a fight, but becomes able to perceive 
his life in a new light.  
The loss of olfactory and taste sensations in Loving You becomes a central idea 
inspiring the protagonist, Detective Lau (played by Lau Ching-wan), to learn a new way to 
comprehend the world. He is a hyper-masculine, uptight, impatient, and high-strung 
workaholic. After a failed action of capturing a drug criminal, his soft-spoken, subservient 
wife (Carman Lee) says that she wants to meet up with him as if she has something 
important to discuss. A dismissive husband, he ditches her and has sex with a random 
woman he has just met in a bar. After another few days pass without seeing him, his wife 
finally gets him to agree to meet in a restaurant. She tells him that she is pregnant with 
someone else’s child and wants a divorce. He slaps her and leaves her in tears. Disgruntled, 
he goes to the bar again and picks up another random woman, not knowing she is being 
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used as the bait for the drug criminal he has tried to catch before. This woman takes him to 
the drug criminal, who shoots him in the head, yet Lau still manages to arrest him. The 
injury, though not fatal, causes the detective to lose his senses of smell and taste, and 
depend on his wife during his recovery. Although he knows she has cheated on him, he 
gradually realizes he does love her and wants to stay married to her. While the detective 
and his spouse are trying to sort things out in their marriage, the drug criminal escapes 
police custody and kidnaps the detective’s wife. In the final shootout, Lau rescues her right 
before she delivers her baby—a new addition to their now paradoxically reunited but also 
mis-formed family.  
The way Loving You alludes to the sensations in near-1997 Hong Kong is fairly 
straightforward: it is a city of junctures, disconnects, and conflicts. The film establishes a 
late capitalist colonial city where the urban subject in general is oblivious to his life, then 
later loses his senses. Until then, he is an apathetic workaholic, so ignorant of his wife’s 
whereabouts that he does not even know she is having an affair. Finally, after losing his 
senses of smell and taste, he learns to perceive the world differently. For example, in the 
first scene, we see a panorama of the roofs of Hong Kong buildings. The camera then tilts to 
a few shorter old buildings with piles and piles of junk on their rooftops (fig. 3.1), typical of 
many unregulated Chinese tenements (tong lau) 唐樓 after decades of urban development 
in colonial Hong Kong. We then see Lau’s squad in this busy street, waiting in a car to raid 
an apartment where they have sent in an undercover cop, Amy, to catch a drug dealer. Amy 
has a wireless microphone hidden under her skirt for her team to monitor the dealer, but 
the radio signals are coincidentally interrupted by a child playing with a remote-control toy 
car nearby. The dealer discovers Amy’s police identity, kills her, and flees because Lau’s 
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team moves in too late. The dealer goes up to the roof of the building and hides among the 
junk. Lau follows, but he cannot get a good shot at the dealer because the pieces of junk 
keep shaking and colliding against one another. The dealer eventually escapes.  
Fig. 3.1 Roofs with pieces of junk 
 
 
The unsafe accumulation of junk in Loving You best visualizes the neglected 
junctures, disconnects and conflicts in Hong Kong’s society by the end of British 
colonization, such as the problem with sensational journalism. Because of both late-
capitalist and state influences, despite the promise of state-of-the-art communication, Hong 
Kong’s news media failed to report on the true status of the city. Sensational journalism 
and tabloid culture dominated Hong Kong’s cultural space in the 1990s. Before the 
explosive 1990 emergence of the first major sensational press, Next Magazine—quickly 
followed by other newspaper and magazine publications, such as The Sun and Oriental 
Daily News—Hong Kong’s journalistic industry was primarily conventional and 
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conservative. For instance, in the 1970s, the city’s fourth top-selling paper, Ming Pao Daily 
News, gained its reputation of thorough and analytic journalism from its ten-year reporting 
on China’s Cultural Revolution, from which foreign media were closed off. The most 
popular paper at the same time, Oriental Daily News, was also a rather socially engaging 
paper, focusing on issues affecting the working class (Lai 49). By the 1990s, however, the 
press had exacerbated, due to over-commercialization of the media, among which, Next 
Magazine’s daily paper, Apple Daily, launched in 1995, was largely responsible for the 
dominance of sensational journalism (Holbig 204). The media could no longer 
communicate the true status of the city, so the disconnected public became vulnerable to 
being instigated and swayed by different conflicting voices motivated by profit-gain and/or 
state propaganda (as in the police radio signals interrupted by a child).  
This problem is metaphorically visualized in Lau’s rooftop chase of the drug dealer 
in Loving You, in which the ruined city is elusive for the urban subject to ascertain, or as 
Ackbar Abbas puts it, “a problematic of disappearance… a sense of the elusiveness, the 
slipperiness, the ambivalences of Hong Kong’s cultural space” (24). The film ends with a 
happy family composed of a reconciled couple and an out-of-wedlock child from an 
extramarital affair, further confirming the inherently paradoxical, implosive and perverted 
nature of the cultural life in Hong Kong.  
While Loving You delivers a conceit of Hong Kong’s near-1997 corrupt culture in the 
media, Blind Detective transitions To’s aesthetic style to allegory in its true sense.10 Blind 
                                                          
10 This dissertation does not refer to allegory as its standard definition: a textual or visual image with a 
hidden meaning behind its literal meaning, or an extended metaphor (Baldick 5). Instead, it refers to allegory 
as the ambiguous presentation of “the most random, minute or isolated” historical fragments or artifacts that 
“[function] as a figurative machinery” of the past (Jameson, Geopolitical 5). 
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Detective is a black comedy composed of several interwoven plots and side stories around 
the brilliant, handsome and polished protagonist, Detective Johnston (played by Andy Lau), 
essentially a blind Hong Kong Sherlock Holmes who has lost his ability to see after waiting 
for eight days for a murder suspect to show his face. Eventually, he catches the suspect, but 
his retinas become permanently detached in the process. Because of his blindness, he tells 
his mediocre-performing, average-looking and crude best friend, Inspector Szeto Fatbo 
(played by Guo Tao), to inform the woman he has been secretly admiring about his feelings 
for her. This woman, Ding Ding (played by Gao Yuan-yuan), is a beautiful dance teacher 
whom he and Fatbo have always watched through the window of her dance studio. Little 
does Johnston know that Ding Ding, for some reason, has been oddly attracted to Fatbo, 
just from seeing him casually smoke a cigar. Ding Ding and Fatbo get married without 
telling Johnston, so when Johnston and Ho (played by Sammi Cheng)—his new rich 
apprentice—find out, Johnston is heartbroken. He thinks his best friend has betrayed him, 
but Ding Ding explains to him her unexplainable attraction to his average-looking friend. 
This inspires Johnston to develop some more profound insights into the murder mysteries 
he tries to solve. Instead of relying on what sighted people consider logical thinking or 
common sense, he pays attention to the overall perceptual experience of the victims and 
murderers in order to reenact the events to solve all the pending cases. He also learns to 
appreciate Ho’s unconditional love for him. 
There has always been a fascination with blind characters in film and television, but 
what sets Johnston apart is that his character is specifically a product of Hong Kong’s 
saturated urban sensorium, as explained above. Despite the well-known blind characters in 
Hollywood films, such as the nameless blind beautiful flower girl in Charlie Chaplin’s 
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romantic comedy City Lights (1931), the captain/colonel in Scent of a Woman of both the 
1974 and 1992 productions, the superhero in Daredevil (2003), or the depiction of Ray 
Charles in the biographical drama Ray (2004), Johnston in Blind Detective is not just a 
heroic blind character as it appears. Instead, he functions as a portal to what the sighted 
urbanites paradoxically cannot see about the exorbitant city, perhaps what can literally be 
called the social reality of their “blind spot.”  
For instance, at the beginning of the movie, Johnston leads the sighted to crack an 
unsolved case. He is trying to find the suspect who has dropped sulfuric acid (commonly 
used to clear clogged toilets in Hong Kong) from an apartment window, causing over 100 
injuries in the city. We see him tactfully maneuver with his white cane in a pedestrian 
zone—by nature, the busiest place in a city. There are modern technologies everywhere for 
seeing the city, such as the eyeglasses in the optometry shop (fig. 3.2), real-time news 
broadcasts on digital wall displays in different directions (fig. 3.3), and police surveillance 
tools (fig. 3.4). We see an extreme closeup of the binoculars Fatbo is holding (fig. 3.5) when 
supervising his squad in an apartment nearby, but Fatbo cannot find the suspect; he has to 
call Johnston for help. Meanwhile, Johnston hears and smells a sweaty man talking on the 
phone. Following him to the supermarket, he finds him buying a bottle of drain cleaner. 
Fatbo tells his subordinate, Ho, to follow Johnston’s footsteps, so Ho cuts Johnston off and 
catches the suspect. In the end, Johnston technically solves the case but does not receive 
the bounty.  
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Fig. 3.2 A city full of modern optical technologies 
 
Fig. 3.3 Real-time news broadcasts on digital displays 
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Fig. 3.4 Modern police surveillance tools 
 
Fig. 3.5 An extreme close-up of Fatbo holding a pair of binoculars 
 
Here, this side story establishes a sharp contrast between visibility and insights with 
the mise-en-scène. The city is portrayed as totally visible, almost too much to look at, but 
the people have little perception of its happenings. The police, the media, and the public 
had no idea who would drop drain cleaner from such a height or what the motivation was. 
This is based on a true story. On December 13, 2008, May 16, 2009, and June 8, 2009, there 
were incidents of dropping drain cleaner from a height in Mongkok’s pedestrian zone, 
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totaling 100 people injured. The authorities already used eight of what they called “Eye in 
the Sky” cameras on the roofs of two commercial buildings (fig. 3.6), supposedly a type of 
state-of-the-art 24-hour high-definition surveillance technology introduced in Hong Kong 
in 2009 (Cai; Press). In addition to that, they employed over sixty policemen patrolling the 
roofs and patios of the buildings (fig. 3.7)(Leung). A HK$900,000 bounty was posted 
(roughly equivalent to US$115,000)(Online). Nevertheless, as of the writing of this 
dissertation, no suspect has been identified. Multiple speculations appeared in the media 
and academe (mainly in the fields of sociology and criminology) on the incidents’ 
connection with the crackdown on organized prostitution nearby (Editorial) or sociopathy 
(Zheng; Fanshehui; Xue; Benbao), but in the end, none of the theories could be proven 
insightful or even valid. This shows that although Hong Kong is a place with world-class 
surveillance and mass-communication technologies, its social psychological state has been 
so poorly understood. Instead of “all dressed up but nowhere to go,” this is a case of “all 
geared up but no way to see.” Why is it that the more spectacles that are offered to be seen, 
the less one sees? Why is there a clear disconnection between Hong Kong’s supposedly 
gravitating social reality and one’s perception of it, although the city is so visible, vibrant, 
and animated?  
  
52 
 
Fig. 3.6 “Eye in the Sky” cameras on rooftops 
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Fig. 3.7 Policemen patrolling the roofs and patios 
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Georg Simmel comments on over-stimulations being the obstacle to understanding 
the exorbitant city: 
There is perhaps no psychic phenomenon which has been so unconditionally 
reserved to the metropolis as the blasé attitude. The blasé attitude results first from 
the rapidly changing and closely compressed contrasting stimulations of the 
nerves… A life in boundless pursuit of pleasure makes one blasé because it agitates 
the nerves to their strongest reactivity for such a long time that they finally cease to 
react at all. In the same way, through the rapidity and contradictoriness of their 
changes, more harmless impressions force such violent responses, tearing the 
nerves so brutally hither and thither that their last reserves of strength are spent… 
This does not mean that the objects are not perceived, as is the case with the half-
wit, but rather that the meaning and difference values of things, and thereby the 
things themselves, are experienced as insubstantial. They appear to be the blasé 
person in an evenly flat and gray tone; no one object deserves preference over any 
other.  (15) 
In other words, too many visual stimulations in the city can physiologically 
desensitize the urban dwellers. This is not so much about some cultural or processed 
metropolitanist bias to discount one’s visual perception, but the urbanites’ eyes and 
nervous system themselves being inevitably limited to the social conditioning of their 
urban environments. Although the urbanites still see things, their visual perception is 
deflated, resulting in their change in values and beliefs. It should be noted that in some 
cases, this kind of sensory desensitization simply from excessive visual stimulations can 
alleviate stress, as in the Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) 
psychotherapeutic technique, where Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) patients are 
asked to deliberately move their eyes back and forth while remembering their traumatic 
events (Thomas). However, in Simmel’s urban studies, responding to too many 
stimulations tends to exhaust one’s mental strength and weaken one’s value system.  
This can be seen in the same side story discussed above. Before Ho gets the call from 
Fatbo, she is buying beverages for their squad. The audience sees people all over the street, 
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brightly colored signs advertising beauty products/services, mobile phones, Falun Gong11, 
foods, etc. (fig. 5.2) In the next shot, within only five seconds, we see an array of spectacles 
(fig. 5.3): a street performer, broadcast news, and the neon lights of Bonjour, the biggest 
cosmetic chain store in Hong Kong—connoting a culture that’s highly demanding when it 
comes to women’s appearances. We then soon see a two-second shot showing literally a 
warning sign stating that stopped vehicles will be cited without warning (fig. 5.8), implying 
the pace of the city—in Hong Kong’s way of life, no one is allowed to slow down. Even the 
accelerated camera movement and editing technique reflect how fast the city moves, 
showing that if the spectator does not look fast enough, one might miss something. We then 
hear Ho ordering beverages at a tiny street joint and see the camera panning across the 
front where there are all kinds of skewers, dim sum, sauces, condiments, etc. She orders 
cups of lychee, chocolate, yogurt, green apple, mango, blueberries and watermelon sorbet 
as fast as as an auctioneer, but the server can still magically understand everything she 
says. When she is done buying drinks, she gets a call from Fatbo. Fatbo tells her to follow 
Johnston, who is walking right behind her. Although most people would do whatever the 
boss says in this situation, she replies that she cannot make a stop because the sorbet is 
going to melt—again, implying how Hong Kong people are conditioned to have a non-stop 
mental state, to the extent that she has forgotten her role as a detective.  
  
                                                          
11 Falun Gong has been considered differently as a religion, a spiritual practice, a cult, etc. In Hong Kong’s 
context, in particular, it has been a politically active anti-PRC group as well as a visibly familiar presence in 
Hong Kong’s city center since the 1990s.  
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Fig. 3.8 No-parking warning sign in the city 
 
The plot then progresses from Ho’s unawareness of her home to an epiphany. 
Impressed with how Johnston can identify the suspect pouring the drain cleaner off the 
roofs, she offers to pay him HK$1,000,000 to solve a missing-persons case: her childhood 
friend, Minnie, a fostered 12-year-old, has disappeared only 11 days before Hong Kong’s 
handover. Johnston teaches her that to crack a case, she should tap into her Brodmann 
areas 37, 39, 40 of the cerebral cortex to utilize her imaginative mind. He then tells her to 
close her eyes and imagine herself in a crime scene. He tells her to think of herself as the 
murderer, and recall how she kills the victims. With this technique in mind, Johnston and 
Ho become a successful team, finally cracking the Minnie’s case. It turns out that Minnie has 
not died, but has been living in Brazil after hiding in the wardrobe closet of her middle-
school crush who was on his way there from Hong Kong in 1997. They married and moved 
to Zhuhai, China, where Minnie eventually discovers his extra-marital affair and takes his 
life.   
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Ho’s journey from ignorance to awareness of the city further emphasizes the idea 
discussed above that the urbanites’ excessive visual experience may be the obstacle 
stopping them from understanding the city. For example, explaining her last encounter 
with Minnie, Ho recalls Minnie raised her hand right in front of her window the night 
before she disappeared, but Ho does not understand what it means. Johnston can 
immediately determine that Minnie was cutting her wrist, which is a thing many depressed 
teenagers would do. Ho should not be so oblivious that she does not understand why her 
best friend is raising her hand, which is basically a postmodern type of visual agnosia, 
where the mind does not understand what the eye sees. Moreover, in another scene where 
Johnston is looking for the restroom in Ho’s apartment, he runs into her when she is taking 
a bath. He pees there because he has to go. Although he cannot see her naked, she is 
disturbed because she can see him pee, showing how compulsive the flâneurs are to let 
their eyes wander. Unlike some other uncontrollable sensory modalities, sight is one that 
the perceiver can usually control by closing the eyes or looking away, but an urbanite is 
more likely to lose this control because of their living situation.  
To address these problems of the urbanities, Johnston is essentially teaching Ho not 
so much to romanticize or obsess over blindness, but relegate her familiar types of sense 
perception and follow a mindful approach. Using different Brodmann areas of the cerebral 
cortex and imagining herself in a crime scene can be considered one’s attempts to liberate 
oneself from the control of spectacles, because the eye is then integrated as a mere 
component of one’s mental visualization process, rather than a terminal portal to reality. As 
Ho falls into a near-meditative state, she can clearly feel the sheer rage of the killer in an 
unsolved case, using the minimal information she has. She only knows a heavy TV set is 
58 
 
broken in pieces in a mortuary where the body of a worker has been found and another 
worker has gone missing, on a Wednesday night. At first, she thinks the missing worker has 
killed the other worker, because she clearly perceives one worker’s body is left at the crime 
scene and another worker is nowhere to be found. But now, she can imagine on the night of 
the murder, Hong Kong’s weekly late-night horse racing was playing on TV. She can 
imagine the killer breaking the TV in a jealous rage after someone wins a fortune betting on 
a race, so the killer must be a third person who has killed both workers but staged it to 
appear as if one of them killed the other, meaning this third person must be another 
worker who, as the records will show, won that night. Therefore, this kind of mindful 
imagination of the urban situation is not about some cliché understanding of mindfulness, 
involving something quasi-spiritual, static, or peaceful. Instead, it is about critically 
deconstructing an experience of the city in an unpremeditated way, taking a fresh look at 
the triviality of the city and mentally composing the pieces together.  
In other words, rather than a deficiency, blindness in a postmodern context can 
become a kind of personal agency disputing society’s status quo: Johnston’s perception of 
the city does not come from a lack of ability (to see) in a sense of the body, but instead, 
paradoxically, from an anti-ocularcentric ability to “see” the city in a sense of the mind. This 
happens when his involuntary blindness coincidentally constitutes a flâneur’s postmodern 
doubt of the city’s perplexing urban sensorium12, calling the status of Hong Kong’s 
sensations as a whole into question. Although, like in a montage of a mystery film, the city 
visibly juxtaposes a dead body and an immediately missing suspect. Rather than “look” for 
clues like a typical sleuth, the flâneur focuses on the overarching culture of these 
                                                          
12 See Goonewardena for a formalized definition of urban sensorium.  
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presences/absences of sensibilia: their historical time of the murder—Wednesday night, 
when many working-class Hong Kong men would watch late-night horse racing. Therefore, 
this does not mean that the blind detective is fetishized as some sort of a sage with 
supernatural powers for cracking cases. What it means is that a blind and blasé flâneur, 
who happens to be a detective in this example, is someone who has already survived the 
excess of a city’s constant multisensorial stimulations, someone who does not necessarily 
reject them but introjects fluently. Johnston’s blindness, in this sense, can be understood 
not as “not seeing,” but as a kind of seeing through a retrospection of the present (because 
for a blasé flâneur, the present is already passé)—an instant hindsight. This kind of 
concurrent “after-sight” becomes a blasé flâneur’s way out of the city’s perplexing 
sensibilia, a radical mode of perceiving postmodernity against ocularcentrism—and, in an 
extended sense, any singularism—when an unequivocal perception of the city is no longer 
attainable.  
What characterizes this postmodern mode of perception, this kind of flâneurial 
“after-sight”? This question can be answered starting with a comparative historical 
significance of To’s post-1997 movies. Since they already came from a period after Hong 
Kong’s New Wave (late 1980s to early 1990s)—often considered the “peak” of Hong Kong 
cinema, e.g., pre-1997 Ann Hui, Wong Kar-wai or Stanley Kwan’s cinemas, almost like some 
Renaissance masterpieces in Hong Kong’s film history—it is worth comparing their 
historical situation with that of Baroque art and literature (17th and 18th centuries), 
historically an unredeemed but theoretically radical period right after the Renaissance 
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(14th to 17th centuries) in Europe.13 Walter Benjamin argues that the main characters of 
Baroque art are distracting, broken, uncoordinated, experimental, larger-than-life, 
compulsive, and hysterical. Firstly, he suggests that the settings in Baroque art after the 
glorious Renaissance were picturesque (Borinski qtd. in The Work 180). What appeared in 
a picturesque painting? Nothing palpable, but rubble, fragments, and scraps: ruin (Borinski 
qtd. in The Work 180-1). Secondly, there was usually not a central idea or goal in Baroque 
art and literature, but the artists and writers would incessantly indulge in ostentatious 
embellishments, experimenting with uncoordinated but simultaneously executed antique 
motifs, bombarding the viewers/readers with intense sensations (The Work 181). Lastly, 
the Baroque style often appeared extravagant, showing the artists’ and writers’ dilemma of 
existence: artists overcompensating with riddlings (The Work 182) and writers tending to 
“fill their place in the here-and-now,” aiming for a “critical decomposition, which the 
passage of time inflicted on them” (The Work 183). An existential dilemma (the 
“decomposition” time has left the artists—the decay in society at that particular juncture)  
may be a common issue filmmakers/artists/writers face in both post-1997 Hong Kong and 
Baroque Europe.  
For example, Blind Detective’s narrative structure is unusually distracting. The film 
is composed of mainly five side stories interwoven, which do not necessarily interact with 
one another. The diegesis seems to have one main goal: for the protagonists, Johnston and 
Ho, to reach a resolution of the disappearance of Ho’s childhood friend, Minnie—not all the 
side stories contribute to this resolution. The film starts with the unsolved case of someone 
                                                          
13 The Baroque had negative connotations of being over-dramatic, sensational, low-brow, bad taste, created 
for illiterate audiences until the 20th century. See Symonds 242-3 and Spagnolo 124. 
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repeatedly dropping drain cleaner from the roof, creating a situation for the protagonists to 
first meet. However, this case has little to do with the rest of the film, and it is not the only 
tangential scene. The plot can get so digressive that it is even hard to construct a 
reasonable synopsis.  
Furthermore, an emotionally broken late 2000s Hong Kong is depicted in Blind 
Detective. After finding out the woman of his dreams (Ding Ding) has married his best 
friend (Fatbo), Johnston is heartbroken. He then coincidentally finds that the missing 
females in the past decade all have disappeared right after being jilted. To help Ho 
experience what the victims feel, he intentionally belittles and insults her while knowing 
she has fallen in love with him and had her heart broken. Using her as a dummy, in his 
mind, she visually turns into a version of the victims’ social types: a cool fashionista, a 
fervid college student, an angry rocker, a lonely spinster, a partying stewardess, a modest 
girl next door, a high-school runaway, a blue-collar housewife, a wholesome athlete. The 
camera in turn sees his mental images of the actual victims, being abandoned by their 
boyfriends/husbands and going missing in different urban situations. It then cuts back to, 
again, reenactments in which Ho plays the victims and is physically and emotionally 
tormented by each lover, all played by Johnston. With this cinematographic style, 
Johnston’s visualization (Ho as the victims) and realization (the actual victims) of the 
crimes finally become indiscernible, revealing the past: a taxi driver has killed all of these 
women. Considering that the film also begins with a side story of a man dropping drain 
cleaner from above because his wife is cheating on him, post-1997 Hong Kong in Blind 
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Detective is mysteriously a city of emotional ruin for a historically unrevealed reason.14 
This situates Hong Kong within the same “Baroque cult of the ruin” (Benjamin, The Work 
180), with interests in cultural degeneration, social dissolution, loss, wound, and death.  
Beside the ruin, incoordination and experimentalism are also qualities 
characterizing post-1997 Hong Kong’s sensations in Blind Detective. The counterpoints of 
concurrent feelings and sensations all happen at the same time, with an intentional lack of 
harmony, deemphasizing the importance of genre consistency. This film employs a gamut 
of melodramatic tropes, from self-interested fraternal allegiance (Johnston and Fatbo), to 
an innocent sisterly connection (Ho and Minnie), to romantic infatuation (Johnston and 
Ding Ding), to fatal jealousy (Minnie and her husband), to selfless love (Ho and Johnston), 
from point to point, with other subplots happening simultaneously. In a side story, to track 
down Minnie’s relatives in Hong Kong, Johnston and Ho visit Minnie’s grandmother in a 
public housing estate, a type of affordable housing for working-class families in Hong Kong, 
where mental illness is a common issue among the impoverished residents. Ho rings her 
doorbell, only to be interrupted by a group of neighbors running down the hall in a panic, 
carrying household items. They ask the neighbors what all the commotion is about, but the 
neighbors only brush them off, saying they know nothing. Hearing some yelling nextdoor, 
Johnston and Ho rush over to find Minnie’s grandmother hiding in the neighbor’s wardrobe 
closet. They realize Minnie’s visibly delirious grandmother is in love with her neighbor, and 
that neighbor’s family is now frantically moving their belongings to avoid her. The neighbor 
                                                          
14 It might be tempting to interpret the man dropping drain cleaner from a height as an epitome of 
heartbroken Hong Kong bachelors who wed women from Mainland China, commonly stigmatized on Hong 
Kong’s localist social media. This man’s heartbreak in Blind Detective, however, is not a metaphor for China’s 
exploitation of Hong Kong at a romantic relationship level, because the heartbreaks in other side stories do 
not form a conceit consistent with it. 
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attempts to lock Minnie’s grandmother in the closet, but she quickly breaks free and starts 
to chase after him and his relatives. This gives Johnston and Ho no choice but to follows suit 
and chase after her. It is a rather farcical double-chase debacle, seemingly catachrestic but 
actually all harmonious, resembling the urban conditions in Hong Kong, where there is 
discord but paradoxically coinciding cultural undertakings, which unpremeditatedly 
complement one another.  
In fact, this kind of experimental (in)coordination is announced early in the film, 
when Ho rescues Johnston from the suspect on a rooftop. We hear tango music and see the 
suspect trying to pour drain cleaner on Johnston’s face. To save Johnston, Ho covers his 
face with her own, rocking back and forth as if they are dancing the tango. Johnston does 
not even know she is a woman until he hears her voice. Later in the film, we see Johnston, 
all dressed up and rehearsed, appearing in Ding Ding’s tango studio. Not knowing she is 
already married to Fatbo, he invites her to dance with him and confesses his love for her. 
Though reminiscent of the famous romantic tango scene from Scent of a Woman, this scene 
ironically shows how incompatible Johnston and Ding Ding are with one another, since she 
keeps stepping on his feet. Ding Ding explains to Johnston how she has fallen in love with 
his buddy, Fatbo, after seeing him outside her studio window. As she tells this story, we see 
the scenes in a flashback: Fatbo looks for Ding Ding in her studio, but it turns out, she has 
gone to the restroom, just missing him; Ding Ding rushes across the street to where Fatbo 
has parked, but almost gets hit by an oncoming car; Ding Ding is thrown into the air, like a 
cartoon, and lands right in the back seat of Fatbo’s  convertible. The moral of this story is 
apparently the proverbial saying that the unexpected always happens, where the 
unplanned will always emerge, because it is impossible to avoid all uncertainties, which is 
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especially true in a complicated urban situation like Hong Kong’s, with mishaps, 
coincidences, accidents, and randomness, although somehow everything will fall into place 
in an experimental and perverted manner, e.g., the visually unequal but rhythmically 
harmonious unions of Ding Ding and Fatbo as well as Ho and Johnston. 
The last character Benjamin suggests, namely the excessive larger-than-life, 
compulsive and hysterical qualities of Baroque art that I will appropriate as post-1997 
Hong Kong culture, will be better explained with some discussions from Deleuze rather 
than Benjamin. For Deleuze, excessive sensations have nothing to do with sensationalism, 
normally referring to techniques of using exaggerated and shocking images to provoke 
excitement. Sensation, in his discussions, rather “takes on an excessive and spasmodic 
appearance, exceeding the bounds of organic activity… a sensation is produced when the 
wave encounters the forces acting on the body, an ‘affective athleticism,’ a scream-breath” 
(Francis 45). In other words, sensations are uncontrolled movements (spasmodic) coming 
from unknown emotions (inorganic, affective). When a body enters in states of sensations 
in this sense (such as with “alcohol, drugs, schizophrenia, sado-masochism”), “the living 
reality” of it can be called “hysteria” (Francis 47).  
In Blind Detective, the state where Hong Kong bodies experience such uncontrolled 
sensations is more in the form of a food coma. We see the characters eating and close-ups 
of their foods and beverages all the time. It is not only the amount and value of their food 
and beverage that appear impressive, but their variety, quality, and rarity. Johnston, in 
particular, demands good food from his friend (Fatbo) as well as his patron (Ho), and 
schedules his detective work around places where there are interesting street foods he 
wants to eat (Yuen Long, Hong Kong, where one of the three taxi driver suspects lives, 
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because they have flat rice noodles (zyu coeng fan) 豬腸粉, an all-time favorite, nostalgic 
Hong Kong street food). In one scene, after Johnston has stalled his work, Ho tells him she 
is worried that she will never solve Minnie’s disappearance case. In response to what Ho 
says, Johnston just starts eating a bowl of ramen with no other food in it, not showing much 
concern. However, when Ho finishes cooking some beautiful sunny-side-up eggs, French 
truffles, and Japanese cuttlefish teppanyaki for Johnston, this instantly turns his modest 
noodles into a fancy ramen feast. We see a close-up of his face, showing him immediately 
sniffing, smiling, drooling, and chewing in an ecstatic state. Right after eating, Johnston’s 
facial expression turns to empathy, and he is ready to concentrate on Minnie’s case: in 
Deleuze’s language, his character is fundamentally not an organic body which enjoys 
eating, but a hysterical, inorganic body controlled by what he eats. It is the delicious food 
he eats that constitutes his empathetic affects rather than the fact that he is an empathetic 
person fueled with delicious food. This means, the current affective culture of Hong Kong is 
dependent upon the city’s hysterical bodies’ uncontrolled reactions to the exorbitant 
sensibilia beyond ideology. As sensations are generally pre-cognitive,15 more significantly 
than ideology, they constitute the hysterical Hong Kong bodies’ here-and-now urban 
existence, revealing their existential dilemma (The Work 183).  
As Benjamin suggests, in an existential dilemma, there is decay in society (The 
Origin 190); the post-1997 existential dilemma reflected in Blind Detective is a moral decay. 
This can be traced back to the blind detective’s peculiar method of perceiving the city. As 
discussed above, inherently different from those in other detective films, Johnston rejects 
                                                          
15 I refer to sensations as perceptions before being processed as products of mental activities, such as 
thinking, learning, and memory, based on general neuroscientific definitions. See Wang 21.  
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the ocular-centric/singularist way of perception, but rather visualizes himself as the crime 
perpetrators and victims. We see him reenacting the crimes differently over and over, 
duplicating the injustice until he is completely satisfied with a past that psychologically 
makes sense to him. This way, he de-emphasizes the importance of the circumstantial 
evidence and, instead, engages in the psychological worlds of all parties involved in the 
crimes. This approach is consonant with that of fictional amateur detective C. Auguste 
Dupin created by Edgar Allan Poe: “Dupin’s theory that to understand anyone one must 
essentially become that person” (Bennett 272). In Poe’s short story “The Purloined Letter,” 
Dupin’s way of cracking a case is also to first identify “the opponent's intellect,” then 
reenact what the opponent does, as opposed to exhausting the empirical evidence of the 
crime as the 19th century Parisian police do. Even more similarly, Dupin employs an 
“oblique vision” with a pair of green eyeglasses (Bennett 273), while Johnston uses 
blindness to deflect his perception. According to Maurice J. Bennett, Poe “[offers] a vision of 
supreme mind in its disparate and complementary functions: the creator of an order that 
can be benevolent or malevolent, good or evil,” while having “a faith in an ultimately 
beneficent universe” (272)—this kind of detective-as-the-thief psychology is a reflection of 
a social dilemma in which moral values are no longer intact, and there is a psychological 
need among the spectators for empathetically reprocessing common values like right and 
wrong, good and bad. This means, Blind Detective offers a displaced, awry “vision” of post-
1997 Hong Kong society through blindness, when the boundaries between the benevolent 
and the malevolent, as well as between good and evil, have collapsed. No matter how 
hysterical a reconstructive an attempt is, the optimistic detective character (as in “a faith”) 
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would hysterically try to redeem a value system of altruism (as in “an ultimately beneficent 
universe”). 
The loss of the desired value system reflected in this awry mode of perception in 
Blind Detective is made explicit through the affectively charged mysteries in Hong Kong: a 
jilted husband dropping drain cleaner from above (a random man, evidently depressed), an 
isolated taxi driver killing jilted young women and eating their body parts (an evidently 
delirious man), a jilted wife dismembering her cheating husband and mummifying his body 
(allegedly Minnie’s mother, who never appeared in the film), a jilted mistress 
dismembering her lover and frying his body (Minnie’s grandmother, evidently delirious), 
an angry pregnant wife killing her husband and his mistress (Minnie). Loosely based on 
true crimes in Hong Kong, all of these stories are visually represented neither with obscene 
nor bloody graphic images, but either dimly lit flashbacks or medium shots with natural 
lighting for narrative clarity. Minnie’s labor is depicted as matter-of-fact. Foul and 
vernacular language are lightly used by cop characters, not for the sake of intentional 
vulgarity but for establishing a culturally convincing setting of Hong Kong, i..e., there are no 
particularly sensational attempts in Blind Detective’s images, unlike some other Hong Kong 
films depicting the same subjects (mostly among the thriller and horror genres).16 Even 
with the mystery in which a mortuary worker, Lee Tak Shing, murders his two co-workers 
for their HK$5,000,000+ horse-racing winnings, the film focuses on his jealous rage 
through Johnston and Ho’s repeated reenactments, as supposed to through his greed or 
                                                          
16 Some consider Blind Detective “an unapologetically lowbrow, screw-loose effort” (Chang), but what it 
actually entails is a minimal production, e.g., “ a cheaper, more functional look to Cheng Siu-keung’s 35mm 
lensing and other aspects of the production (shot in Hong Kong with brief detours to Macau and the Chinese 
city of Zhuhai).” This chapter argues that, aesthetically, Blind Detective is not a counterpart of other 
contemporaneous Hong Kong lowbrow comedies, e.g., La Comédie Humaine (2010), All's Well, Ends Well 
(2012), Vulgaria (2012), From Vegas to Macau (2014), and 3D Naked Ambition (2014).  
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cruelty. Therefore, the forgotten unsolved mysteries in the film reveal their negatively 
charged affects as opposed to their material desires: that sins in exorbitant Hong Kong are 
essentially more about psychosocial affects uncomprehended rather than uncaught 
malicious actions. Since Hong Kong remains one of the safest global locations, the 
underlying message of these crimes is that the city’s emotional life is deteriorating: unlike 
the way the urban imaginary associates the city with evil, the city does not corrupt the 
mind; it is the mind that corrupts the city. As Johnston appears almost too didactic at the 
near-end of the film, he mumbles, “But one mustn't be blinded by one's stubbornness. It can 
drive one to kill.” “Stubbornness,” barely translated as the colloquialized Chinese word, 執
著 zap zoek / zhizhuo, has a different meaning in Buddhism. It does not mean, as in English, 
determination or perseverance, which can be emotionally beneficial. What it means in 
Buddhism is attachment,17 which is the universal reason of all afflictions. Therefore, Blind 
Detective’s awry vision offers an insightful access to the problem with Hong Kong people’s 
attachments to things out of their control—an affective post-1997 siege of an illusion that 
would only lead to their suffering. 
  
                                                          
17 As in ཞེན zhen pa in Tibetan Buddhism. See Gyaltsen. 
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CHAPTER 4: Hong Kong’s Modern Political Cinema:  
Visceral Visuality in Drug War 
KEYWORDS film phenomenology, corporeality, viscera, visceral visuality, haptic visuality, 
gestus, abjection, haphephobia, liminality, cinema of cruelty, modern political cinema 
 
Abstract 
This chapter argues that repulsive images of the violated internal body can function 
as political resistance in modern political cinema. By examining the visceral visuality in 
Johnny To’s action film Drug War (2013), this study illustrates how the internal body 
resists, aesthetically, China’s socialist judiciary and Hong Kong’s capitalist economy, with 
involuntary bodily reactions within the city’s “One Country, Two Systems” constitutional 
principle implemented after the 1997 transfer of sovereignty from the UK to the PRC. When 
this forcefully imposed sociopolitical ideology becomes too contradictory for the people to 
accept, common narrative strategies no longer suffice. In turn, visceral images of disgust 
may appear as rationally uncontrolled reflections of the social reality. In Drug War, these 
reflections are characterized by onscreen involuntary bodily reactions, when the cinema 
virtually becomes a disembodied extension of a political abject’s body. With reference to 
the theories by Bertolt Brecht, Antonin Artaud, George Bataille, Julie Kristeva, Fabio Vighi, 
and Deleuze, this chapter finds that the corporeal expressions in Drug War signal that a 
modern political cinema of Hong Kong can emerge, even without the presence of positive 
Hong Kong characters, but only with a type of corporeal abject subjectivity of Hong Kong 
consciousness. 
  
70 
 
This chapter argues that repulsive images of the violated internal body can function 
as political resistance in modern political cinema. By examining the visceral visuality in 
Johnny To’s action film Drug War (2013), this study illustrates how the internal body 
resists, in aesthetic terms, China’s socialist judiciary and Hong Kong’s capitalist economy, 
with its involuntary bodily reactions within the city’s “One Country, Two Systems” 
constitutional principle implemented after the 1997 transfer of sovereignty from the 
United Kingdom to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Not only as audiovisual 
representations of violated human bodies, repulsive visceral images function as the 
cinema’s aesthetic responses to the current paradoxical political ideology.  
Based on the case study of Drug War, this chapter discovers that when a forcefully 
imposed sociopolitical ideology becomes too contradictory and nonsensical for the people 
to accept, common narrative strategies, such as realism and political allegory, will no 
longer suffice for political expressions in film. In turn, visceral images of disgust may 
appear as rationally uncontrolled reflections of the social reality, projecting a lack of 
comprehensibility and common sense. In the case of Drug War, these reflections are 
characterized by onscreen involuntary bodily reactions—hyperventilating, defecating—
showcasing a multi-sensorial and visceral kind of corporeal logic. With these images of 
involuntary bodily reactions, the cinema virtually becomes a disembodied extension of a 
political abject’s body—a disgusted body of a disturbed, disenfranchised people. With 
reference to the theory of “gest” by Bertolt Brecht, the theatrical language of the Theatre of 
Cruelty by Antonin Artaud, the theories of social and psychological abjections by George 
Bataille and Julie Kristeva, the neo-Lacanian film theory by Fabio Vighi, as well as the 
cinematographic philosophy by Gilles Deleuze, this chapter finds that a politically abject 
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body can transform audiovisual political expressions in film from cognitive to corporeal, 
from mind to body. Consequently, the corporeal expressions in Drug War signal that a 
modern political cinema of Hong Kong can emerge even without the presence of positive 
Hong Kong characters, but only with a type of corporeal abject subjectivity of Hong Kong 
consciousness. 
One presumption this chapter’s thesis hinges on is that Drug War’s political 
expressions must be understood in film aesthetic terms because of the film’s subjection to 
China’s censorship system. Although Hong Kong has been geopolitically a part of the PRC 
since 1997, To, a prolific director, had not started working on any Mainland Chinese–Hong 
Kong co-produced films until 2010 (Wong). Drug War was his first film that was 100% 
financed, censored, and distributed in the PRC. This means, unlike To’s previous, 
minimally-censored filmmaking experience in Hong Kong, the rules of the game would 
have to change for Drug War. The film had to retain To’s already well-defined auteurial 
style, but it also had to pass the evaluations of the PRC’s State Administration of Radio, 
Film, and Television (SARFT), so that it could be screened in the theaters in Mainland China 
nationwide. Therefore, the film had to be politically correct, i.e., police characters must be 
positive: righteous, fearless, honorable, self-sacrificing, good-cop archetypes. This 
predicament limited To’s signature style of creating (Hong Kong) police characters fighting 
moral dilemmas, e.g., Running Out of Time (1999), Mad Detective (2007), Trivisa (2016). 
Instead, Drug War’s diegesis is in Mainland China. Most of its cast are Mainland Chinese. All 
of its positive characters are also Mainland Chinese, while all the villains are from Hong 
Kong. They all tend to be rather flat/one-dimensional characters with relatively little 
development. 
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Consequently, under those censorship conditions, an unusual aesthetic of disgust 
appears in Drug War when traditional logic of the cognitive fails, and the inner body takes 
over.18 The corporeal space of the viscera symptomatically form a political landscape, 
allowing the cinema to respond to Hong Kong’s paradoxical political position and to 
demonstrate a phenomenological type of Hong Kong’s political cinema. In this kind of 
cinematic space of flesh, the viscera function as an extension of a politically deprived figure, 
an abject, so to speak, which is a disgusted and violated body without any personhood. The 
images of the viscera’s involuntary bodily reactions display different dimensions and layers 
of the body—the outer skin surface, skeletal muscles, etc.—that offer a critical response to 
the failing paradoxical political ideology that appears nonsensical.  
A. Visceral visuality in Drug War 
Drug War is about a fearless and self-sacrificing Mainland anti-drug squad in Jinhai 
(a fictional Chinese city), capturing a group of drug criminals from Hong Kong. The plot 
revolves around the collaboration and fallout between two main characters: the hero, 
Captain Zhang Lei (played by Sun Honglei), and the villain, Timmy Choi (played by Louis 
Koo). Captain Zhang is the leader of Jinhai’s anti-drug squad. Timmy is a drug criminal from 
Hong Kong. The film begins with Captain Zhang on a mission to capture a group of drug 
mules. When he takes them to the hospital to force them to eliminate the drugs they are 
smuggling in their bodies, he runs into Timmy, who is coincidentally being treated there for 
an injury resulting from an explosion in his meth factory. After a chase in the hospital, 
Captain Zhang captures Timmy. Facing the PRC’s death penalty, Timmy offers Captain 
                                                          
18 By “cognitive,” I refer to brain functions related to mental activities, such as thinking, learning, and 
memory. See Wang 21. 
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Zhang his networking ability to lure other criminals in a pan-East-Asian drug ring to the 
authorities. With Timmy’s help, Captain Zhang captures a Mainland drug dealer, Bro Haha, 
then impersonates him, in order to capture a drug gang from Hong Kong, the Gang of Seven, 
composed of Timmy’s family and friends. During the process, Captain Zhang almost dies 
from overdosing on cocaine in order to show Li Shucheng, a representative of the Gang of 
Seven, that he is serious. Timmy, however, saves Captain Zhang, because he plans to escape. 
On his failed attempt to escape, Timmy causes the deaths of the entire Gang of Seven, 
Captain Zhang, and many Chinese police officers. He eventually receives the death penalty 
by lethal injection, in Mainland China, without extradition, because he is a Hong Kong 
citizen.  
Aesthetically speaking, Drug War exhibits a strong visual interest of disgust with 
images of the interior of the body—skeletal muscular movements, gag reflexes, 
gastrointestinal reflexes. I argue that these images of bodily reactions—typically images of 
instinctive responses to external intrusions or aggravations—function as haptic signs, 
evoking a potential for political resistance. Anatomically, the external body is often the first 
site of control in coercive situations: when resisting the state, it is typically the primary 
space of control where the individuals’ ideologies or thoughts conflict with those of the 
state’s, such as in the cases of arrest, imprisonment, torture, rape, etc. Relatively speaking, 
the inner body is a less spatially occupied site of control, except when it comes to the 
victim’s complete death, such as in executions by beheading, evisceration or the 
dismemberment of the body.19 However, in Drug War, the interior of the body takes over as 
                                                          
19 For an example of visceral images associated with complete deaths in Taiwan’s indigenous context, see 
Cheng. 
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a site of battle between politico-economic subjugation and individual personhood. The 
inner body exhibits a whole different type of resistance to a paradoxical/nonsensical 
political ideology such as Hong Kong’s “One Country, Two Systems” principle, harboring a 
different epistemology of politico-economic power and intuitively reacting to state 
coercion and economic control beyond the cognitive.  
Drug War’s cinematographic interest in the intruded inner body is unusual for both 
the Western and Chinese ideas about the body in general. In a Western sense, the body is 
often considered personal, as in libertarian thinking that “Though the earth, and all inferior 
creatures, be common to all men, yet every man has a property in his own person: this no 
body has any right to but himself. The labour of his body, and the work of his hands, we 
may say, are properly his” (Locke 287-8). The state or an employer may determine some 
natures of a body, such as in a neoliberal context, but with the exception of slavery, it is 
rare in modern days to consider one’s body as an entirely state-owned property or 
individually owned chattel. From a Confucian perspective, as the common saying goes, 
“One’s body, hair and skin are given by one’s parents.” The body is considered a precious 
parental gift, a private and familial asset. 
Nevertheless, the visceral visuality in Drug War shows the body as both a state-
owned property and a reified commodity in post-socialist Chinese judicial culture, which 
submits to the state’s and the capital’s unconditional rights to trespass and traverse itself. 
In an exploitative politico-economic situation like this, the inner body becomes a platform 
to visually demonstrate a corporeal kind of political struggle. Before I continue, I will first 
cite two examples of images relating to defecating and hyperventilation from Drug War, 
and explain how the body is disturbed, violated, and executed in cases of state coercion and 
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late capitalist reification. In these examples, the unusually graphic anatomic depictions of 
violating the body, including x-ray, enema, and lethal injection, strongly reveal an aesthetic 
interest in the intrusion of alien objects in the body. 
 Drug War contains multiple scenes of the Jinhai police’s anti-drug squad cracking 
down on crime. The first event occurs early in the film: Captain Zhang is seen working 
undercover, smuggling drugs across the country with other drug mules in a camper bus. 
When they pass Jinhai, Zhang’s squad efficiently captures them all and takes them to the 
hospital. The audience sees the lead mule, Li Guangcheng (played by Yin Zhusheng), being 
administered an enema in a bed. In this disquieting medium shot, although Li does not 
seem to be in pain, we see him lying in a hospital bed and suddenly hyperventilating when 
the medical personnel injects enema liquid into his rectum. The camera focuses on neither 
him nor the medical personnel, but the enema supplies by the bed. This shot is completely 
silent, except for the frail diegetic sound of Li’s breathing. In the next shot, the camera pans 
away from a close-up of Li’s colon x-ray, across a group of doctors and police officers, and 
tilts to Captain Zhang, who is squatting down and eliminating the pods in his body behind a 
partitioning curtain. Next, we see a young female drug mule squatting down on the floor 
under police surveillance, trying to defecate the pods inside of her (fig. 4.1). We then hear 
the sound of running tap water and see a close-up of about 25 pods in a sink (fig. 4.2). With 
a poker face, Captain Zhang uses a pair of tongs to wash off the feces and place the pods in a 
tray. 
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Fig. 4.1 A young female drug mule squatting down on the floor under police surveillance
 
Fig. 4.2 A close-up of about 25 drug pods in a sink
 
Visually speaking, these scatological images in Drug War are undoubtedly 
uncommon in To’s cinema. Although To’s other action movies feature plenty of bloody fight 
scenes, repulsive subject matter is often downplayed. “Cung hau mei,” a Cantonese 
euphemism for “repulsive,” is not typically associated with To’s minimalist aesthetic 
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approach, e.g., The Mission (1999), PTU (2003).20 It even comes as a surprise to longtime To 
viewers like David Bordwell, who describes one part as “The grubby scene of drug mules 
groaning as they shit out plastic pods of dope” (“Mixing”).  
In the film’s final shootout, we hear an off-screen voice of a judge announcing 
Timmy’s death sentence as we watch the aftermath of his failed escape: the lifeless bodies 
of many Chinese police officers and Hong Kong drug criminals. The actual lethal-injection 
scene follows, lasting almost 85 seconds. First, we see a close-up of Timmy’s arm being 
strapped down to the gurney as he desperately struggles and attempts to negotiate. Next, 
we see an even more extreme close-up of a needle being inserted into a vein (fig. 4.3a). This 
causes Timmy to panic and hyperventilate, frantically bargaining for his life. Even though 
the actual injection has yet to begin, Timmy’s breathing increases, causing him to choke and 
cough. The executioners ignore Timmy’s last-minute pleas and cover his face with a piece 
of black cloth. One of the men in the room calmly presses a button to administer the first 
injection (figs. 4.3b and 4.3c). Almost immediately, Timmy’s hyperventilation ceases, and 
his breathing slows down. Soon after, the button for the second—and last—injection is 
pressed. Timmy stops breathing, and the picture quickly fades to black (fig. 4.3d). The film 
ends with some claustrophobic, glacial, and highly unsettling feelings.  
                                                          
20 “Cung hau mei” (Mandarin: “zhong kou wei”) (a common Internet slang phrase, originally used by 
Cantonese speakers to refer to the taste of over-flavored food), was first appropriated in the early 2010s for 
describing vulgar and grotesque media images. The slang term was later extended to also describe quirky or 
kinky tastes. 
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Fig. 4.3a  An extreme close-up of a needle being inserted into a vein
 
Fig. 4.3b An extreme close-up of the poison being injected through a syringe
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Fig. 4.3c An extreme close-up of the poison about to enter Timmy’s body 
 
Fig. 4.3d Timmy’s breathing coming to an end
 
 Before I explain how these images of defecation and hyperventilation strongly 
suggest an aesthetic interest in the intruded inner body, I will briefly clarify the 
development of these three characters, which are next to non-existent, partially due to 
state censorship, but possibly also for aesthetic reasons. One commonality these two 
protagonists (Captain Zhang and Timmy) and a side character (Li Guangcheng) share is 
that they are all one-dimensional inhuman characters. In the film, there is not a hint of 
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personhood whatsoever in these characters, who are all animalistic and trying to survive, 
regardless of their social status. In the chase scene where Li Guangchen is caught by 
Captain Zhang, we see Captain Zhang wearing a cowboy outfit (cowboy hat, denim shirt, 
jeans, Western boots) for no particular reason. We also see in a long shot these men 
running in the woods, finally leading up to Captain Zhang’s capturing Li Guangchen like an 
animal. As for Captain Zhang, he is a flat character with no particular familial, friendship, or 
romantic relationships. Except when working undercover, he is impassive. His commands 
for his subordinates are always short and to the point, oftentimes one-word sentences. He 
never engages in small talk with anyone. Like a robot, he dedicates his life to his job, but his 
purpose of existence is unclear. Timmy’s character is the polar opposite. He has family and 
friends, but he has no problem betraying them all. He smiles, he cries—but his emotions 
are all shallow. He loves only money and freedom, but for no apparent reason. Indeed, the 
pending demise of Timmy’s character is visually foreshadowed rather early in the film, 
when Captain Zhang catches Timmy hiding in a refrigerated drawer in a mortuary. It is 
understood that Timmy will be sentenced to death one day, because in an earlier scene, 
Captain Zhang has told Li Guangcheng that whoever smuggles drugs in China will certainly 
be executed. In other words, Timmy’s character is merely delaying his final death; he is 
essentially a “dead man walking.” Not only these three characters, but other characters in 
the film also reveal a lack of personhood. Their organs are cavities the state can freely fill 
and flush, e.g., Li Guangcheng’s enema. Their skeletal frames (as in the drug mules’ x-rays) 
are structures that the state can surveil and search. Their nasal passages and throats are 
merely orifices for the state to use, putting the characters on the constant verge of death, 
e.g., Captain Zhang’s near-lethal overdose on cocaine when he works undercover. Their 
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blood is contents the state can infiltrate and poison, e.g., Timmy’s lethal injection. The state 
not only has uninhibited power over the body externally, but also internally. The characters 
are animalistic, robotic and zombie-like. As Victor Fan argues, they are both homines sacri 
in an Agambenian sense: bare lives of lawlessness and animality (398).  
Now I will discuss the cultural and political potential of meaning-making through 
the onscreen depiction of internal bodily reflexes. Although it is tempting to appropriate 
Captain Zhang’s and Timmy’s characters as metaphors for China and Hong Kong peoples—
in the sense that Captain Zhang is a part of the merciless Chinese state apparatus and 
Timmy is an opportunistic Hong Kong capitalist—I would like to also explore a different 
direction for understanding Drug War’s visceral images as pure aesthetic products of Hong 
Kong’s current relations with China, much like mental images in pure optical and sound 
situations, which need not be there for metaphorical reason but to aesthetically reveal 
what Deleuze calls an “any-space-whatever” within the images themselves (Cinema II 5). 
These kinds of images are not metaphorical, but simply there as a direct result of the film 
situation, as a direct representation of time. I argue that it is only possible to do away with 
the literal understanding of Drug War’s visceral images in order to understand the oblique 
feelings about the China–Hong Kong relations the film conveys, which will require a 
consideration of how the inner body creates its own meanings from repulsive images.  
Feelings elicited through internal organs in general have long been discussed in 
different disciplinary languages. In regard to the terminology, it is Jennifer Barker in 
phenomenology of film who appropriates the medical term of the viscera in her 2009 book 
The Tactile Eye: Touch and the Cinematic Experience, originally referring to “the organs of 
the digestive, respiratory, cardiovascular, urogenital, and endocrine systems, along with 
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the spleen” (124). She argues that “the viscera—both human and cinematic—exhibit and 
inhabit a particular temporal structure that, in combination with the material/textual 
structures of the skin and the spatial structures of the musculature, forms the elements of 
our embodied experience of film” (123). As for the correlation between visceral sensations 
and political resistance, from the perspective of the filmmaker, Glauber Rocha in 
postcolonial cinema studies proposes that hunger is an aesthetic third cinema directors feel 
and act upon, but do not intellectually understand (13). For Rocha, to make political cinema 
is not something one has to think about, but only feel about, because the feeling of hunger 
(in impoverished Latin American postcolonial conditions) is so compelling that it drives 
one to make movies.  
While both Barker and Rocha have highlighted the importance of the viscera as both 
perceptible and sentient vehicles of visual experience, Deleuze’s appropriation of Brechtian 
idea of gestus becomes more useful to examine Hong Kong cinema’s visceral visuality. 
From the perspective of the viewer, Deleuze suggests that the gestus can be thought of as a 
relational logic of “bodily attitudes” (Cinema II 193):  
What we call gest in general is the link or knot of attitudes between themselves, 
their co-ordination with each other, in so far as they do not depend on a previous 
story, a pre-existing plot or an action-image. On the contrary, the gest is the 
development of attitudes themselves, and, as such, carries out a direct 
theatricalization of bodies, often very discreet, because it takes place independently 
of any role. (emphasis added)(192).  
Originally, Brecht referred to the gestus as an epic theatrical acting method of using 
only character gestures or movements (but not contextualized, elaborated, plot-oriented 
emotions). As Elena del Rio explains, the gestus of a character is not only about the physical 
gesture, but also a reflection of “the socioeconomic and political situation that subtends the 
gesture and shapes identity” (70). Combining these two explanations of the gestus, one may 
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infer that the previously explained visceral images in Drug War compose an overarching 
gest that shows a social habit of (dis)regarding human bodies in the PRC’s judicial culture. 
The unusual formal characteristic of visceral visuality, as in the two examples of defecating 
and hyperventilating discussed above, reveals some underlying social commentaries (“very 
discreet” in Deleuze’s quote above) of the film, forming a coordinated linkage between 
different bodily attitudes: a gest of intruded human bodies without personhood—a socially 
accepted attitude condoning the dissolution of the line between the exterior and interior of 
the body, between public and private space, and between the communal and personal 
integrity. This gest surpasses any previous stories, pre-existing plots or action-images, 
when it comes to contemplating Drug War’s cultural implications.21 In other words, 
whether the intruding substances into the bodies in Drug War are state weapons, (e.g., the 
poison during execution) or self-inflicted criminal possessions (e.g., illegal drugs stored in 
the pods, meth inhaled during a factory explosion), they are just as inhuman and violent. It 
does not matter whether the anti-protagonist Hong Kong drug criminals in the diegesis 
deserve their punishments, because in the film’s gestic visual logic, their situations do not 
have to be contextualized in a narrative sense. Rather, the point is that when it comes to 
both policing and criminality in China, the integrity of personhood is completely 
disrespected; both the authorities and the criminals are dehumanized as animals, robots or 
zombies in an authoritarian judicial culture of this kind. Instead of functioning as a formal 
convention typically employed in horror films, the gestic visuality of the intruded viscera in 
Drug War reduces the images to minimum contextualization, displaying human bodies as a 
direct experience—as the reality, as an unpremeditated idiom. Even though this kind of 
                                                          
21 For action-image, see Deleuze, Cinema I 141-77. 
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visuality does not deliberately pose as political images, according to Deleuze, it is 
completely political, just like the purely descriptive images Godard creates in Two or Three 
Things I Know about Her (Cinema II 5). This is how the haptic signs of To’s visceral images 
evoke a potential for political resistance. 
Therefore, in regard to Drug War’s aesthetic intervention of China–Hong Kong 
national politics, its images of disturbed viscera are discreet but visually powerful attempts 
at political resistance, epitomizing the PRC’s authoritarian judicial culture. The film’s bodily 
gest, as opposed to its plot, directly reflects the troubling social reality circumscribing the 
film. As Brecht suggests, “[the] expressions of a gest are usually highly complicated and 
contradictory, so that they cannot be rendered by any single word and the actor must take 
care that in giving his image the necessary emphasis he does not lose anything, but 
emphasizes the entire complex” (200). Likewise, it is impossible to simplistically reduce 
Drug War’s visceral images to a single message about the PRC’s judicial culture, yet they 
obviously reveal a socially accepted attitude of regarding the interior of the body as a 
permeable and penetrable political landscape. In this way, the film’s attempt to 
aesthetically connect its images to postmillennial China–Hong Kong’s reality is necessarily 
political. This is why Brecht originally determines that a gest must be social and political, 
on which Deleuze agrees (Cinema II 197).22 
                                                          
22 There might be a question regarding the potential conflict between Drug War’s noncommittal political 
bearing and the national audience’s expectations, which this chapter will not directly address, because this 
chapter is primarily about film aesthetics. Simply put, historical data do indicate that Drug War was well-
received in China. Although the film’s overall box-office results did not meet the investors’ expectations, in the 
first week of screenings, the film yielded a satisfactory profit (Nanfang). Within ten days of its nationwide 
screenings in the PRC, Drug War had already become the number one “cops and robbers” movie in the 
country’s domestic film history, yielding over ten million RMB in box-office sales (Bai). For the Mainland 
audience, since To is recognized as an epitomic Hong Kong action cinema director, he has been suspected to 
offer an inauthentic experience of modern China. However, the general critiques seem to endorse the film’s 
portrayal of China’s public space. For instance, on April 3rd, 2013, QQ.com—the largest portal in Mainland 
China for news, interactive communities, and entertainment products—published a review of Drug War 
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To be fair, it is not only the PRC’s authoritarian judiciary that Drug War’s repulsive 
visceral visuality effectively calls into question, but also post-1997 Hong Kong’s corrupt 
late capitalist culture. These two hegemonies the Hong Kong people endure have equally 
contributed to the lack of respect for personhood in the film, violating the inner body, the 
private space, personal integrity. Distinct aesthetic commonalities—in the forms of bodily 
waste, fluid, vomit, x-rays, pulse, and inhalation—have characterized them both, which one 
may consider the visual “idioms” (Hansen 60). Oddly, these idioms have achieved a strange, 
perverse kind of aesthetic “currency,” in the way that they invite the viewers to directly and 
physically confront the social reality in the China–Hong Kong context with spontaneous 
emotions. This kind of viewers’ engagement is perhaps similar to what Linda Williams 
suggests as the way an audience engages with the body genres, e.g., pornography, horror, 
melodrama: the excessive sensations presented in the images of these genres can 
physically move the spectator’s body, e.g., convulsions, spasms, crying, screaming, since 
                                                          
written from a presumably Mainland Chinese perspective. It reads, “Except for the disturbing shootout scene, 
everything in Drug War looks very real. The film’s deeper meaning is not about Johnnie To challenging the 
censorship system, but finally, a Hong Kong director being able to shoot a film about Mainland that we accept 
as authentic.” This review on the popular website continues with details about urban China’s social reality 
with delight. It teases its readers, stating that they should be so familiar with the crowd who gathers, taking 
cellphone pictures, and generally doing nothing in the scene where Timmy’s car crashes into a restaurant and 
is surrounded by curious but indifferent passersby. It also praises the realistic portrayal of Chinese suburbia 
with muddy freeways still in construction everywhere. As for the empty cabins of China Railway High-speed 
(CRH) in the film, where the characters loudly speak in public about locating a big truck loaded with drugs, it 
is also a familiar experience for everyday people, because despite the country’s astronomical investment in 
the rail network, CRH remains an unpopular choice for public transportation. Moreover, the film’s seemingly 
unrealistic depiction of two truck drivers doing drugs while delivering ingredients is, in fact, entirely 
probable. It explains that their truck license belongs to a vehicle group unrestricted by Beijing’s road-space-
rationing traffic policy, and that unlike drunk drivers, strangely, drivers consuming drugs are not punished in 
China’s road-traffic demerit points scheme. The biggest joke in the film, according to the author, is a police 
officer who drives all the way from Guangdong to Jinhai. He runs out of money not from buying food, but from 
paying toll fees, since toll booths are omnipresent in China’s road network (Fu). All the alike historical 
specificities shown in the film convince the author that a Hong Kong director is able to offer an authentic 
urban Chinese experience in film. In addition, this article reveals a kind of weariness with the lies the 
censored domestic productions show, and discloses a strong desire to examine the unquestioned details of 
modern China’s everyday life. 
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these audience responses are often uncontrollable (4). Likewise, the emotions elicited from 
Drug War’s audience when it comes to images of feces and execution are also not so much 
rationally reflected thoughts but rather shock, fear and agitation one cannot anticipate or 
control (exemplified by Bordwell as discussed above). On the contrary, dialogue, a sound 
effect frequently used for meaning-making in film, is not much of an important stylistic 
technique in Drug War.  
A similar idea that repulsive spectacles can do away with words and offer an 
affective viewing experience can be found in Artaud’s theatrical language of the Theatre of 
Cruelty (89). He calls for a restoration of a “convulsive conception of life” in the theater 
(122). By this, he means, for instance, a theater with “monsters, debauches of heroes and 
gods, plastic revelations of forces, explosive interjections of a poetry and humor poised to 
disorganize and pulverize appearances... in an atmosphere of hypnotic suggestion in which 
the mind is affected by a direct pressure upon the senses” (125). He essentially urges for a 
breakdown of classical aestheticism, decency, stability, and control, replacing it with a 
spectatorial experience of delirium (monsters), foulness (debauches of heroes and gods), 
aggression (plastic revelations of forces), and incontinence (interjections of poetry and 
humor). In this kind of theater, “the spectator is in the center and the spectacle surrounds 
him” (81).  
A parallel example in Drug War can be found in the jarring scene in which Timmy 
vomits almost directly at the camera, establishing a relationship between a disturbed 
spectator and a foul spectacle. He spits up some white foamy substance in his compact car,  
throwing up so violently that his vomit splatters all over the dashboard and windshield (fig. 
4.4a). The camera sits on the hood, making it feel like Timmy is about to puke at the 
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spectator. When Timmy crashes into a restaurant and finally comes to a stop, we see him 
passed out, still spewing foam (fig. 4.4b). The sight of his retching, his puking and his 
frothing at the mouth, occurring immediately after a six-second shot at the beginning of the 
film, comes as a shock, an attack on the audience’s sensorium (“a direct pressure upon the 
senses” in Artaud’s words). Although the camera sits in a locked position, the sight of a man 
recklessly driving, vomiting, and making a mess of himself, essentially makes the spectator 
psychologically push back. The spectacle (Timmy) pushes the spectator (camera) to the 
center in this viewing experience. The spectator’s psychological pushback becomes an 
embodied movement, a kinesthetic viewing experience that invites viewers to confront the 
social reality where this culture of the violated viscera takes place—when a lawless, self-
destructive capitalist accidentally blows up his meth factory and gets his wife killed. The 
idioms of cinematic cruelty in this scene show how post-1997 Hong Kong’s corrupt late 
capitalism erases a Hong Kong man’s personhood—e.g., his personal life, freedom, and 
dignity—all for the sake of profit.  
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Fig. 4.4a Timmy’s puking 
 
Fig. 4.4b Timmy frothing at the mouth
 
B. The Politics of Abjection in Visceral Visuality 
In reference to neo-Lacanian film theory, the cruel and provocative visual encounter 
between the camera and the repulsive spectacle in Drug War demonstrates a kind of 
“cinematic unconscious”—a paradoxical knowledge that the cinema unknowingly shows 
but does not consciously “know” itself, as Vighi defines the term (8). The affect of disgust 
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Drug War informs, which cannot be reduced to a single political message but only a 
complex political attitude, is an example of cinematic unconscious for understanding Hong 
Kong’s political situation. It is an enigmatic, heteroglossic type of affective political 
knowledge, or perhaps in general terms, a local “taste”—a politically inextricable type of 
sensibility that To’s cinema, or even To himself, does not consciously “know” or 
intentionally “represent,” but rather symptomatically exhibits itself as the local cinema 
responds to the city’s political happenings. As Vighi explains, a cinematic unconscious can 
only come about as the mind’s traumatic encounters with “the Real” (8-9), something 
loosely translated as the true state of the world that, according to Lacan, is impossible to be 
communicated with the available functions of the symbolic order (70-1). Similarly, in Drug 
War, the true state Hong Kong’s political reality (the Real) cannot be rationally represented 
or analogized (told with the functions of film semiotics, e.g., realism, allegory), but 
intuitively revealed at a sensorial, visceral level with the film’s uncanny aesthetic of disgust. 
If Vighi is right, what socio-psychological issue can Drug War’s cinematic 
unconscious inform with the film’s repulsive images about Hong Kong’s political culture? I 
argue that the opaque socio-psychological issue beneath the film’s images of involuntary 
bodily responses—resulting from the intrusion of alien objects—is a kind of cultural 
haphephobia (fear of touching): since the border between Hong Kong and China gradually 
diminished after the 1997 transfer of sovereignty, there has been an increasingly 
haphephobic affect in postmillennial Hong Kong society. The fear of cross-border contact 
and exchange in Hong Kong’s current public sphere, resulting from the accelerated 
exchange of capital, people, and culture between Hong Kong and the PRC, is undeniable. 
The immediate and overwhelming contact and exchange—not only with physical bodies, 
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but also capital, cultural products, and so forth—thematize Drug War’s images of 
trespassed bodies of the 2010s’ Hong Kong. I will base this parallel between the visual and 
political perceptions of China–Hong Kong relations on the French theorist George Bataille’s 
sociological theory—a theory that would later be called “abjection” by the psychoanalytic 
theorist Julia Kristeva—to explain the social process politico-economic minorities (e.g., 
Hong Kong people) have to undergo when their sovereignties are forcefully practiced, and 
how, in the end, an uncanny interest in violated human bodies in their film experience may 
develop.  
Bataille writes about how a forced sovereignty controls a politico-economic 
minority, whom he calls “the miserable,” 
... the imperative forces do not exercise their coercive action directly on the 
oppressed: they content themselves with excluding them by prohibiting any contact. 
The splendor of sovereignty is merely the consequence of the movement of aversion 
which elevates it above the impure human mass. Miserable exploitation is 
abandoned to the organizers of production (to representatives of homogeneous 
society), especially to the police, that is to say, to a section of the population which is 
itself miserable; the profound internal divisions of the misérables end up thus in an 
infinite subjugation (9). 
This means, in a case of forced sovereignty, the sovereign nobles isolate themselves 
from the citizens (the miserable, the human masses, the abject) (11). Contact only occurs 
between the citizens and the police (or any of the sovereign power’s “organizers of 
production”/“representatives of homogeneous society”)—while staying afar, the nobles 
would use the police to inflict aversive activities upon the miserable. The police, possibly 
also members of the miserable population, do not even recognize that they are themselves 
used to defeat their own people (6). Therefore, this way of internally colonizing a people is 
profound (“the profound internal divisions of the misérables”).  
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Bataille’s explanation of the abject’s political condition is resonant of the Hong Kong 
people’s current situation of excessive contact with the sovereign power’s “organizers of 
production/representatives of homogeneous society”, which may inform Hong Kong’s 
cultural haphephobia in Drug War. Since the abject (e.g., Hong Kong people) is politically 
disenfranchised (Hong Kong is not a democratic place), they are managed by the organizers 
of production—a case in point being the Hong Kong police in the 2014 pro-democracy 
Umbrella Revolution, when the policemen used excessive force, including extrajudicial 
punishment on an already subdued protestor.23 The abject is also controlled by 
representatives of homogeneous society, such as the Mainland Chinese tourists in the 
Individual Visit Scheme first introduced in 2003, which allowed tourists easy visits to Hong 
Kong from 49 Mainland Chinese cities. The tourists function as representatives of 
homogeneous society: by over-inviting them, their economic activities in Hong Kong could 
spatially homogenize the city and align it with the state’s nationalistic interests. For 
example, in 2013, the year of Drug War’s release, the total number of Individual Visit 
Scheme tourists was above 40 million, which is about six times Hong Kong’s population. 
While a limited number of the city’s industries, such as retail and hoteliering, benefitted 
from The Scheme, Hong Kong government failed to manage the resulting socioeconomic 
problems, such as inflation, unaffordable homes and public services at overcapacity. As a 
result, since 2003, homes prices in Hong Kong have risen to the world’s highest, largely 
because of the inflation caused by The Scheme. Hong Kong’s urban space has been 
homogenized, since The Scheme has increasingly eliminated Hong Kong’s signature mix of 
                                                          
23 On October 15, 2014, in the midst of the Umbrella Revolution demonstrations, seven Hong Kong policemen 
were caught on camera in Hong Kong’s Tamar Park, punching, kicking and stomping for four minutes, the 
protester Ken Tseng Kin-chiu, who had already been completely subdued on the ground.  
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old and new, traditional and modern, local and global. Independent and idiosyncratic 
businesses have been replaced by homogeneous chain stores, such as pharmacies, gold 
shops, and luxury boutiques, creating a nearby bargain shopping hub for tourists who 
cannot reliably access affordable and safe commodities in Mainland China, e.g., luxury 
goods, over-the-counter medicine, baby formula. To top it off, Chinese tourism is arguably 
the plausible excuse why Hong Kong has invested, as of the time of this chapter, over 85.3 
billion HKD (approximately 10.9 billion USD) on the still-under-construction Guangzhou-
Shenzhen-Hong Kong Express Rail Link Hong Kong Section (XRL HK Section), a notoriously 
cost-ineffective infrastructural project protested by Hong Kong people since 2010, leading 
to multiple arrests and community sentences. A nationalistic and homogenizing attempt, 
the project aligns Hong Kong with the national high-speed rail network, China Railway 
High-speed (CRH), although this needless rail will largely overlap with Hong Kong’s already 
available and more cost-effective transportation options. All these examples illustrate Hong 
Kong’s excessive disciplinary and socio-economic contact with China, informing the 
political abject’s cultural haphephobia.  
 Bataille first suggested the sociopolitical context of abjection, but he had not 
completely developed abjection into a notion of resistance, a political undertaking with 
involuntary bodily responses. It is Kristeva who subsequently explained why abjection is a 
psychological resistance to unmanageable contact with foreignness. In Kristeva’s account, 
abjection acts as the body’s survival skills. She identifies the loathing of food, as well as the 
encounters with cadavers as forms of abjection, a kind of “affects and thoughts” alarming 
her so much that meanings collapse (1-4). When the body faces the horror of external 
objects, such as cadavers or some wrong food, it acts out: it vomits. It is a psychological 
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alert signaling that the border between the self (e.g., the one vomiting) and the external 
world has been crossed. The external objects have crossed the line and disturbed the 
identity, order, and system of the self. When this happens, “The border has become an 
object;” death has infected life. She must drop the waste “so that [she] might live” (4). 
Kristeva’s psychological proposition is entirely consistent with how neuroscientists 
suggest that nausea and vomiting are a “defense mechanism” to warn the host of a toxic 
challenge; the vomiting body’s smell and taste receptors warn it of “a noxious or poisonous 
substance in order to avoid its ingestion”: different stimuli can give rise to nausea and 
vomiting, but most cases in normal population are triggered by “foreign stimuli of varying 
intensity,” such as alcohol consumption, food poisoning, overeating, saltwater 
consumption, food allergies, etc. (Naylor 275, 277). Located on the ventral surface of the 
brain stem, when the chemoreceptors in the area postrema [aka the chemoreceptor trigger 
zone (CTZ)] are stimulated, one vomits, such as in the case of Kristeva, the visual, olfactory 
and gustatory contact with cadavers or some wrong food are relayed to the cortical and 
limbic systems, which “interpret and give meaning to the experience,” because “fear or 
disgust at the sight, smell, or taste of something intensely disagreeable can precipitate 
nausea or even vomiting” (Naylor 273, 280). In other words, the disgust one feels about 
threatening external objects is largely uncontrollable by one’s rational mind, because 
meanings are created by the visual, smell and taste receptors of the brain. Vomiting is an 
instinctive psychological resistance to threats.  
In Drug War, one can see a pre-cultural instinct of the same psychological resistance 
to threats in the scene where Captain Zhang vomits. In this scene, as an involuntary but 
instinctive bodily resistance to threats, vomiting demonstrates a pre-cultural knowledge of 
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threats that can be passed along between two culturally disparate characters. Working 
undercover as a Mainland drug distributor, Captain Zhang meets an alleged Mainland drug 
supplier, Li Shuchang (played by Tan Kai), in a hotel room. Li offers Captain Zhang some 
cocaine to try. At first, Captain Zhang declines the offer, but Li says the deal will be off 
unless he tries the drug. Having no choice, Captain Zhang snorts two lines of cocaine. After 
Li leaves, Captain Zhang exhibits symptoms of cocaine overdose: getting dizzy and feeling 
bug bites all over his body. He falls on the floor, struggling painfully. A low-angle shot of 
Timmy follows. In it, Timmy gazes down at Captain Zhang, dumbfounded, because for the 
first time in the film ever, as a vanquished Hong Kong criminal, he can stare at Captain 
Zhang in a superior position in terms of survival knowledge, ready to express his Hong 
Kong underground shrewdness with Captain Zhang’s body—essentially a kind of 
involuntary China–Hong Kong ventriloquism in a reversed power dynamic, signaling that 
vomiting is simply the body’s survival instinct, that goes beyond Mainland vs. Hong Kong 
cultural differences.  
Timmy tells Captain Zhang to stand up, drink a lot of water, and immerse himself in 
an ice bath. Although the Mainland policemen do not trust Timmy and subdue him, they 
unwillingly follow his instructions and help to save Captain Zhang from certain death. 
During this process, the audience sees Captain Zhang almost reenacting Timmy’s own 
experiences of suffering (overdose), treatment (vomiting), and therapy (ice bath). 
Eventually, Captain Zhang is able to puke by pouring water down his throat and jumping 
into an ice bath. He essentially saves himself by learning how to vomit and lower his body 
temperature.  
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This example demonstrates how a visceral-level resistance aesthetically transpires 
through abject involuntary bodily functions. In this scene, Captain Zhang is supposed to be 
ideologically opposite to Timmy—a Hong Kong criminal he deeply abhors—but since his 
life is on the line, instincts prevail ideologies. He follows Timmy’s commands and survives 
his overdose. At this point, his actions become instinctive, because he cannot possibly save 
himself with rational thinking anymore, but can only go by his intuition. Although he and 
Timmy are in a police–criminal, sovereign–regional, moral–immoral opposition to each 
other, at that critical moment of survival, vomiting becomes the only lifeline for Captain 
Zhang.  
One may also note that in this audiovisual example, abjection—as in the involuntary 
bodily responses like vomiting—does not only take place among the politically 
subordinated subjects (Hongkonger characters) but also the displaced abject population 
submissively delegated by the sovereign state apparatus, such as the Mainland law 
enforcement. This is consistent to Bataille’s theory of sociological abjection: when a 
sovereign state governs an abject population, the police act as representatives of 
dominance, but they themselves have no political agency at all (9)—much like the 
policeman characters in Drug War, where the most feisty authorities are ironically the most 
slavish figures, used by the state like lifeless, disposable robots, e.g., the policemen do not 
even make enough money for toll fees when following criminals. Therefore, the politics of 
abjection in visceral visuality is not so much about whether the abject follows Chinese 
communism or Hong Kong late capitalism. It is about whether they can still rationally rely 
on any comprehensible political ideology, as opposed to only their visceral instincts, trying 
to survive with the little dignity they have left. Logically, this kind of resistance to threats 
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will be, therefore, particularly pronounced with politically deprived/impotent figures, like 
the police and criminal characters in Drug War. As I explained earlier, because of their 
oddly one-dimensional characterization, these characters have limited agency in their 
spiritual lives, so their involuntary bodily responses as a type of political resistance 
exuding their will to live, their worth, and their dignity as humans. In their situations of 
political deprivation, they have little access to self-fulfillment, e.g., morality, mental 
satisfaction, personal relationships. The border between themselves and the external world 
has been foreclosed on. The passages in their bodies, expressed with feces, vomit, and 
breath, become the next immediate space of resistance to invasion—they can only resort to 
the viscera.  
Over the ongoing power struggles between Drug War’s Mainland–Hong Kong duo 
composed of Captain Zhang and Timmy, similar interlacing abjections form in a Hong Kong 
context, a unique socio-psychological pattern which combines sociological abjection 
(Bataille) and psychological abjection (Kristeva). The duo stylistically demonstrates a 
politically abject sovereign–regional, center–marginal relationship, which underlies China’s 
over-controlling sovereignty and the Hong Kong people’s matching resistance. The duo’s 
antithetical positions in the diegesis—police vs. criminal, moral vs. immoral, good vs. bad—
suggest both an obvious irreconcilable rupture between China and Hong Kong and a sense 
of a China–Hong Kong mutual failure: an all-for-nothing political outlook. Reflective of each 
other, the duo characterizes two subhumans able to share experiences of being threatened 
and of surviving (as in Timmy ventriloquizing the survival knowledge for Captain Zhang) as 
well as mirroring each other’s political impotence in an authoritative judicial culture. 
Although they both keep trying to overcome their corresponding hurdles throughout the 
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film, it is predictable from the beginning that both characters will die in the end, since they 
are portrayed as either a dead man walking or a robot, i.e., they are only going through the 
motions. Unlike most cops-and-robbers films, it is futile to expect a resolution in Drug 
War’s plot.  
While this rendition of political abjection in Drug War seems to have connoted only 
negative messages so far, its case with Hong Kong, however, demonstrates a positive 
function of renegotiating and rediscovering one’s identity. Kristeva writes that during her 
abjection, she falls into almost a state of limbo where she loses herself “as a radically 
separate, loathsome” non-person, or even non-thing. She thinks of herself in that moment 
as “Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either.” She becomes “A ‘something’ that [she does] 
not recognize as a thing” (2). As she has examined the religious attempts of purifying the 
abject (17, 32-112), Victor Turner also offers an anthropological vocabulary to describe 
this transient abject space: the liminal. As he explains, the “liminaries” are those 
undergoing “liminality,” the “state and process of mid-transition,” referring to a corridor or 
tunnel religious people go through in a rite. The liminaries are “betwist-and-between 
established states of politico-jural structure... neither-this-nor-that, here-nor-there, one-
thing-nor-the-other” (37). They may stop grooming themselves, change their names, lose 
their clothes, adopt a different vocabulary/syntax, etc. In other words, their identities 
change. The abject liminaries rediscover themselves.24 On the film The Tingler (1959), the 
interdisciplinary scholar Mikita Brottman raises a consonant argument that the release of 
bodily contents, such as feces (defecation) and air (screaming), aims at stripping off threats 
of contamination (114)—hence, to cleanse, to renew a person, to rediscover a new identity.  
                                                          
24 Also see Fan 398-9. 
98 
 
Likewise, in Drug War, Timmy’s identity also goes through constant renegotiation 
and rediscovery. He is first seen as a Hong Kong criminal, destined to be executed in 
Mainland. He then becomes a police informant in exchange for a lighter sentence, even 
going so far as to save the squad chief from death. However, after a police raid of his drug 
house, because two of his apprentices have escaped, the police start doubting him, making 
him change his position again. He decides to secretly reunite with his drug gang from Hong 
Kong and ditch the police. Still, only close to the end of the film, the audience realizes that 
he has planned to also ditch his own gang and escape alone—he is a man of no consistent 
attitudes, always ready to adopt a new role when opportunities arise.  
This kind of rapid role shifting change of Timmy’s character is reminiscent of Hong 
Kong people’s historic shifts of their cultural positions. Since the 1984 Sino-British Joint 
Declaration, Hong Kong people’s self-recognition of their cultural identities has been 
fluctuating. For instance, as of Oct 2016, compared with the figures from 1997, only about 
half of the people who previously identified themselves as “Chinese in Hong Kong” retained 
such cultural identity. More than twice as many identified themselves as a “Hongkonger” 
than eight years ago (POP). They thought they were Chinese when they were not people of 
the PRC, but they deny they are Chinese when Hong Kong is now part of the PRC. While this 
might seemingly indicate a rise of localism among the population, this is not quite the case. 
In the first five years after the 2003 commencement of the Individual Visit Scheme, there 
was no clear increase in Hong Kong people who identified as non-Chinese. It seems, the 
social integration brought to Hong Kong society by the Scheme was cordially appreciated, 
and so were the economic benefits, especially after the disastrous 2003 SARS epidemic, yet 
long before The Scheme’s resulting socioeconomic aftermath. It was not until 2008, after an 
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expected plunge of the Hongkonger identity (due to more Hong Kong people identifying as 
Chinese during the Beijing Olympics), when an obvious rise of people identifying 
themselves as Hongkongers occurred, climbing over nine years to its current historic high 
(POP). Therefore, unlike in other historical examples of nation-building,  localism is not a 
valid argument to fully explain the Hong Kong people’s periodic shifting of their cultural 
positions.   
Of course, their changes in cultural identities can be attributed to many 
circumstantial factors, including the lack of affordable housing, overloaded universal 
healthcare, hyperinflation, and so forth. Nevertheless, while there may be many incidental 
reasons for these dramatic fluctuations of Hong Kong people’s self-recognition (which do 
not belong to the scope of this article), it is still quite obvious that since the early 1980s 
discussion of the handover of Hong Kong’s sovereignty, the malleable city’s population has 
a track record of receptively reflecting on their current situations, rediscovering 
themselves, reevaluating their cultural positions, and reinventing their identities. In the 
rapidly changing local political climate, for better or for worse, the Hong Kong people’s 
rediscovery of themselves never ceases to amaze. 
C. Modern Political Cinema of Hong Kong with Missing Hong Kong People 
Consequently, the images of political abjection in Drug War demonstrate a modern 
type of political cinema. They show a contradictory kind of politically deprived body in 
film: similar to what Deleuze refers to as “the missing people.” He explains that different 
from those of classical cinema, modern political cinema is able to reinvent a political people 
with its bodily images. In classical cinema, the public and private aspects of the bodies 
remain separate (originally Kafka’s idea). The bodies move from the public to the private 
100 
 
aspects accordingly, and vice versa (Cinema II 218). However, modern political cinema 
renders the public and private aspects of the bodies indiscernible, prompting the political 
contradictions inherent in the overlapping public and private lives (Cinema II 218, 222). In 
Drug War, this displacement between the public and private aspects of political subjects 
takes a different form: they turn out to be not so much about being indiscernible, but 
traversed. The border between the exterior and the interior of the body is crossed with 
alien objects (chemical fumes, drug pods, needles), creating what Deleuze suggests as 
absurd and aberrant images, by leaving some things about a people unsaid/unexplained 
(Cinema II 217-8). In this sense, Drug War’s accomplishment of portraying Hong Kong 
people relies on the unusual interlacing presence and absence of Hong Kong people in the 
film.  
At some moments, Hongkongers as a people seem to be an integral part of the film, 
while at other moments, they are completely forgotten or erased, i.e., a body both present 
and absent, both put together (exterior) and disintegrated (interior). Since Drug War’s 
preproduction, the way To, the quintessential director of Hong Kong action cinema, would 
localize his cinema for the Mainland film audience was the focus of debates. Presumably 
adapting to the taste of the national audience, he employs a Mainland setting, but with eight 
Hongkonger characters in the diegesis. They are all gangsters, forming what the film credits 
call “Xianggang qirenbang” (the Hong Kong Gang of Seven), reminiscent of the Gang of Four, 
the nationally recognized culprits of China’s Cultural Revolution. The Gang of Seven is made 
up of fairly underdeveloped side characters, each playing a limited role in the narrative. In 
an outdoor scene of a fisherman’s wharf, the audience sees them posing as tourists when Li 
Shucheng and Uncle Bill meet a drug dealer they think is Bro Haha, but is really Captain 
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Zhang in disguise. The Gang of Seven site-checks Bro Haha’s (Captain Zhang’s)  established 
fishing business and become convinced of his purchasing power when he commands “his 
fleet,” meaning his seventy fishing boats, to leave the port all at once (fig. 4.5). The Gang of 
Seven is amazed with the 120 million RMB potential profit they will make by selling drugs 
to Bro Haha (Captain Zhang). For instance, the camera shows in slightly slow motion—
among a poor-looking crowd, dressed in a typical Hong Kong bourgeois fashion—East Lee 
and Sal (two of the seven gangsters) rejoicing (fig. 4.6). 
Fig. 4.5 Seventy Chinese fishing boats leaving the port all at once
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Fig. 4.6 East Lee and Sal rejoicing at their earning potential from dealing drugs in China
 
 Although Timmy and the Gang of Seven are Hongkonger characters playing a major 
narrative role in Drug War, Hong Kong as a people is largely missing in this 
cinematographic sequence. These criminal characters, despite being politically subjugated 
by Mainland China’s judicial system, are themselves also perpetrators of economic violence 
on the missing majority of Hong Kong’s population outside the film: there are two types of 
political subjugation in play, but Hong Kong as a people is largely missing. The first type of 
subjugation is the PRC’s neo-imperialist economic domination, materialized as the fleet 
following commands, all with PRC’s national flags blowing in the wind (fig. 4.5). The PRC’s 
recent nationalism has taken the form of economic nationalism, after the country’s 
successful transformation into the world’s second largest economy. The ethical issues with 
its economic dominance over other small, dependent economies, including Hong Kong’s, 
are supposed to be unquestionable. The second type of subjugation in play in Drug War is 
Hong Kong’s corrupt capitalism, materialized as the lawless wealthy couple (fig. 4.6). Hong 
Kong’s GDP per capita consistently places around tenth when compared to other countries 
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around the world, yet over half of the city’s wealth is disproportionally controlled by a 
small economic elite class who amassed their fortunes mostly through real estate 
development, sales, and reselling (Wissink, Koh and Forrest 229-52). These real estate 
tycoons also control the city’s other key economic sectors, creating a socioeconomically 
monopolized and corrupt environment, with an uncontrollably rising wealth gap, which 
was at its highest in 2016 since the city started keeping records 46 years ago (Yau and 
Zhou). It is no wonder why Hong Kong is ranked as one of the only three economies in the 
world with a “very high [economic] inequality” (among Switzerland and the United States) 
(qtd. In Wissink, Koh and Forrest 229-52).  
Despite this distinct economic inequality, there is an almost intentional absence of 
Hong Kong’s reality in Drug War’s diegesis, possibly because images of adverse conditions 
in Hong Kong may not align with China’s economic nationalist ideology. Instead, the film 
shows some slowly paced framed images of nefarious Hong Kong capitalists: the Gang of 
Seven. In the cinematographic sequence mentioned above, we see these gangsters revealed 
in a subjective shot, from the angles of the police officers’ binoculars and cameras (fig. 4.6). 
As traditional formal studies of film explain, the subjective shot and slow motion are 
techniques used to motivate the optical point of view, to emphasize a spectacle, and to 
dwell on a moment of the spectacle (Bordwell, Film 168, 216): the greedy and harmful 
perpetrators of economic violence. Their victims—Hong Kong’s socioeconomic minority—
remain missing but deducible in the film.  
While for some, this might sound like an overinterpretation of Drug War, the theory 
of strategic absences of a people in modern political cinema has been previously 
established in cinematographic philosophy. Just as Deleuze explains Rocha’s cinema, 
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modern political images show the coexistence and juxtaposition of different types of 
violence, as well as their continuing alteration to inflict further harm on the suffering 
people (Cinema II 218-9). Likewise, although Drug War is set in Jinhai, juxtaposing the 
images of China’s neo-imperialist expedition and Hong Kong’s corrupt capitalism also 
suggests a necessarily shared economic victim of these two dominations: Hong Kong’s 
socioeconomic minority, who constitute, ironically, the majority of the city’s population 
(Yau and Zhou). The absence of a people in cinema is a powerful strategy to make a 
political statement. An intended absence of a body in film can cue a presence of it. Missing 
bodies can advocate for a people and raise questions about who have been forgotten 
(Deleuze, Cinema II 216). They invite the audience to imagine where the people would be. 
Missing bodies, when strategically taken away, do not create a lack, but on the contrary, a 
political potential across temporal dimensions. Without appearing as positive political 
subjects, but rather as an absent people, the missing Hong Kong people in Drug War inspire 
their story behind the images.   
Characterizing modern political cinema, this strategy of intentionally not talking 
about a people (as opposed to talking about them) invites the viewer to “invent” a people 
based on what is unsaid about them in the film (Deleuze, Cinema II 217-8, 222), a concept 
exemplified in  Drug War. Considering the highly commercial nature of To’s movies, calling 
them a modern political cinema almost sounds like a joke. Yet, in a paradoxical place like 
Hong Kong, the best is found where it is least expected. As a production 100% financed, 
censored and distributed in Mainland China, Drug War bears a strong political 
consciousness of Hong Kong. Compared with images of other supposedly provocative 
productions, such as the card-carrying, banned-in-China political dystopian fiction film Ten 
105 
 
Years (2015), Best Film of the 35th Hong Kong Film Awards (Hong Kong's equivalent of the 
Oscars), Drug War’s corporeal visuality is a more intelligent demonstration of Hong Kong’s 
political cinema. Although positive Hong Kong characters are absent in Drug War, and 
although it is a commercial action film, regardless of the film’s plotline and genre, it is 
paradoxically a prime example of Hong Kong’s post-1997 political cinema. Moving beyond 
the common assumption that a cinema is “Hong Kong” only because it retains prescriptive 
tropes considered local (e.g., local humor, Cantopop, Cantonese vulgarities),25 Drug War 
bears a strong cultural consciousness of Hong Kong with its missing bodies. 
 Beside the missing bodies, Deleuze also analyzes another cinematographic situation 
where the boundary between the political and private dimensions is blurred: a double 
impossibility. Modern political cinema, according to Deleuze, focuses less on “evolution and 
revolution,” but on the impossibility of living in their corresponding political conditions. By 
impossibility, he means a political subject’s impossibility of “forming a group and that of 
not forming a group (Cinema II 219). This resonates with the judicial status of Timmy in 
Drug War, which calls into question his being a Hong Kong person and, meanwhile, being a 
felon in China. Being both entails a paradoxical situation faced by Hong Kong people (other 
nationals may be entitled to extradition). In Drug War, Timmy and the Gang of Seven are 
Hong Kong citizens. They are all concerned with the PRC’s death penalty, should they be 
arrested. After being caught red-handed, Timmy tries to redeem himself with a reprieve 
from Captain Zhang in exchange for his disciples’, friends’ and family’s information. Uncle 
Birdie (one of the Gang of Seven) also tells who he thinks is Bro Haha (actually Captain 
                                                          
25 For an example of this common assumption about defining Hong Kong cinema, see Chu on “Hong Kong 
flavour,” 198-201. 
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Zhang) that his gang would rather lie low in Jinhai, because if they got caught, they would 
all receive the death penalty.  
 In the above example, one sees that the double impossibility a Hong Kong citizen 
faces in the PRC’s social system is twofold. On the one hand, Hong Kong citizens cannot be 
PRC people. They do not have the same political status in Mainland Chinese society, and 
they may be socially and culturally rejected, as in Drug War’s interrogation scene, where 
Timmy experiences bias and resentment for being a Hong Kong man (Fan 397). On the 
other hand, for the purposes of economically and culturally grafting themselves in their 
sovereign state, Hong Kong people cannot be non-PRC people either. Similarly, in modern 
political cinema, a political subject may face two conflicting impossibilities at the same 
time. For instance, as Deleuze quotes Jean-Louis Comolli, a body may face “the impossibility 
of escaping from the group and the impossibility of being satisfied with it” (Cinema II 219). 
These bodies are constantly being not one thing but also not the opposite of it, residing in 
an impossible spacetime. Similarly, the Hongkonger criminal characters, unquestionably an 
existing social type among many, cannot be PRC people when they are free, but they also 
cannot be non-PRC people when they are arrested, which reminds one of the same 
dilemma evoked in the double bind of “One Country, Two Systems,” an oddly construed 
contradictory political model co-created by the PRC and the United Kingdom in the 1980s 
for post-handover Hong Kong. Like most Hong Kong people negotiating for a viable cultural 
position these days, Drug War’s abject is essentially the people living in an 
impossible/paradoxical political space of two conflicting and oscillating temporalities, 
oftentimes too contradictory and nonsensical for the people to reconcile. 
Conclusion 
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   This chapter discusses the unusual and rich visceral visuality in Drug War. It 
suggests that the film’s images of the trespassing of alien objects in the body harbor strong 
political implications. Although the film is 100% financed, censored, and distributed in 
Mainland China, it employs a gestic aesthetic of disgust, and evokes a precognitive, 
sensorial kind of Hong Kong consciousness.  
 The gestic aesthetic in Drug War reveals the film’s unique visual attention to 
postmillennial China’s ideology, including the attitudes toward violated human bodies. The 
bodily gest in Drug War in particular demonstrates a social acceptance of trespassing the 
policing/criminal bodies, which poses a problem for Hong Kong people particularly within 
the PRC national framework, because of their impossible politico-cultural position within 
the larger fabric of geopolitical and cultural Chinese identities. The film’s provocative visual 
encounter between the camera and the repulsive spectacle further elicits a haphephobic 
affect, which resonates with the perception of Mainland China in Hong Kong’s current 
public sphere. The film’s repulsive images also draw attention to the problem with Hong 
Kong’s excessive contact with Mainland Chinese society, a central idea in the current abject 
political relations between Hong Kong and its sovereign state. 
Because of all of these aesthetic endeavors eliciting a strong consciousness of Hong 
Kong, this chapter concludes that Drug War exemplifies Hong Kong’s post-1997 modern 
political cinema, which relies on the absence of Hong Kong people in film, as well as the 
impossibility of Hong Kong’s cultural space, especially in the postmillennial environment of 
profit concern for—and film censorship of—Hong Kong cinema. 
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